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INLucE TuA
In 1hy Light
Public Discourse in an Online Age

0

UR NATION'S PUBLIC DISCOURSE IS IN

a sorry state, which is something you
probably don't need to be told. You've
already seen the attack ads dripping with invective and bile. You've heard the sanctimonious
rants by so-called "commentators" on one program or another. Maybe you even attended one
of the public forums last summer where the distinction between protest and persuasion seemed
lost on most participants. As far as I can tell, private discourse isn't much better these days. For
every friend I have who tells me that all liberals
must be communists and traitors, I have another
who won't stop referring to all conservatives as
racists and fascists.
To be sure, "Politics ain't beanbag." Political
discussions have significant consequences and
are worth taking seriously. It's good to be passionate about politics. And, yes, there were
times when public debate was even nastier than
it is today. I don't recall anyone of late being
beaten with a cane on the floor of the House of
Representatives. But the level of simple decorum
in public discussion is clearly declining, and the
line between honest debate and personal attack
is more frequently crossed. Some Americans
fear that we are on a course that will lead to
political violence. After the recent shootings in
Tucson, there was speculation that the young
man who attacked Congresswoman Gabrielle
Giffords was influenced by right-wing groups
and their angry denunciations of "liberals:'
The little we have learned about the shooter's
motivations does not support this speculation,
and the inability to resist the temptation to cast
blame for this tragedy on our political adversaries only made matters worse.
4
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There is no one reason that explains why
things have gotten so bad, but I suspect that
developments in information technology at
least share the blame. When Internet access first
became available to the general public, many
people (especially political scientists like me)
thought it would do great things for democracy.
Citizens suddenly had an affordable and fast
method of accessing public information, as well
as a new way to express their opinions to others.
Better information would make citizens more
informed, more knowledgeable, more thoughtful,
and thus less likely to fall back into oversimplification and stereotypes rooted in ignorance. The
ability to express their opinions to others would
make them feel like more effective participants
in the political system and increase overall satisfaction with our democracy.
Things didn't work out like we expected. One
problem is that people just can't process all the
information the Internet brings us. In fact, we
are so overwhelmed by information these days
that we end up ignoring most of it. Instead of
informing ourselves by learning more and paying attention to a broader spectrum of opinions
and voices, all this technology has just made it
easier to get exactly the information we want,
the information that makes us feel good because
it reinforces everything we already believe.
Before the Internet existed, if we wanted to stay
informed our only option was to read whatever
was written in our daily newspaper or watch one
of the evening news broadcasts. We couldn't pick
and choose our news. Today, we usually ignore
the local paper and jump online where we can
read whatever pleases us the most. If we don't like
the news as reported by one channel, we grab the
remote and change it to the cable news network
of our choice. On the one hand, this is incredibly
empowering. We are no longer forced to swallow whatever the mainstream media serves up.
But on the other hand, when we can always find
news and opinions that tell us what we want to
hear, the explosion of information paradoxically
ends up limiting our perspective.
Another unexpected problem is that instead
of connecting us more closely to others, these
technologies often have left us even more iso-

lated, especially from those with whom we
might disagree. Public discourse has become
disembodied. The students in my classrooms
today have grown up accustomed to sniping at
each other in chat rooms or on virtual walls,
often with their identities safely hidden behind
fake online names. In such settings, there is little
accountability for what we say; little chance that
we will meet the person we just insulted on the
street tomorrow and have to apologize for our
rudeness. Some people seem to be getting so
used to this lack of courtesy that such behavior is
spilling over into the real spaces where face-toface debate still happens. The civic virtues that
allow reasonable discourse about even the most
consequential issues are being lost.
This is not to say that the information revolution has been an entirely bad thing. Today the
general public has access to more sources of information than at any time in history. The Obama
2008 campaign's use of social media helped
engage young people in a presidential election
at unprecedented levels. And while it is true that
a surprisingly small number of corporations
maintain control over the broadcast media and
Internet websites where most of us get our news,
the Internet still provides a means to disseminate viewpoints that compete with and correct
the dominant narratives of our culture. But none
of this will do any good if we don't listen to and
respect viewpoints with which we disagree.
There is great potential for a reinvigorated
democracy in the online age, but none of this
potential will be realized if the civic virtues
learned in real-world, embodied democracy are
lost. Correcting the bad habits we are learning
online will require concerted efforts to maintain
and revitalize the kinds of public space where
face-to-face encounters with genuine difference take place, where the humanity of your
political opposites cannot be ignored, and where
the consequences of harsh words are immediate and obvious. Somehow in this age of mass
communication, we need to recapture Alexis
de Tocqueville's ideal of an American democracy where civic virtue is nurtured through the
vibrancy and energy oflocal communities where
citizens gather to make decisions affecting them

all. In Democracy in America (published in
1835), Tocqueville observed that, "... the passions that commonly embroil society change
their character when they find a vent so near the
domestic hearth and the family circle." When we
learn how to disagree with others close to home,
in real public places, we learn the civic virtues
that ought to guide all our public discourse.
This year, during President Obama's State
of the Union address, members of Congress
made one simple, symbolic gesture. Instead of

((The passions that commonly
embroil society change their
character when they find a vent
so near the domestic hearth
and the family circle:'
Alexis de Tocqueville
Democracy in America
dividing as they normally do, by political parties- Republicans to the right, Democrats to the
left-most members listened to the President's
speech while seated with the Congressional
delegations from their home state. Republican
and Democratic senators paired off to listen
to the speech together. The State of the Union
address is rarely much more than political theater, and this rearrangement of seating for one
night itself will have no long-term effect. But for
just one night, members of both political parties
acknowledged that they represent real places
with diverse populations and sincere differences
of opinion. It's unlikely that they will be on such
good behavior for the rest of the Congressional
session, but I am choosing to interpret this
simple gesture as a hopeful sign. In it, we find
a reminder that when we surround ourselves
with like-minded people and choose to live in
an ideological echo chamber, we fail in our duty
as citizens of a democracy. •

-!PO
Le nt 2011

5

Reimagining A Sense of Place
The Role of Church-Related Colleges and Universities
James R. Skillen

T

HE SPANISH PHILOSOPHER ORTEGA Y GASSET

is often quoted as saying, "Tell me the
landscape in which you live and I will tell
you who you are:' Whether we like it or not, we
are shaped by our relationships within physical and cultural landscapes. We are undoubtedly
acted upon, but we also engage in place making,
an effort to find our identity within a landscape
(Lopez 1996, xxii). Many geographers and
anthropologists explain place making as a process
of remembering the history and relationships
of a place and imagining its future (Basso 1996,
5). This, in turn, directs how we impact those
landscapes, how we remake places according to
imagined possibilities. Sometimes we do this in
a way that nurtures and sustains God's creation;
sometimes, as a number of serious environmental and social problems attest, we do this in a way
that threatens God's creation.
Some people develop a strong sense of place,
that is, a sense of attachment and belonging to a
landscape that is central to their identity, while
some feel what the writer David James Duncan
calls a "non sense" of place, a feeling of displacement from those landscapes. When it comes to
physical landscapes, I resonate with Duncan.
Having lived in nine different states, I don't feel a
strong connection to any of the urban and suburban landscapes where I have studied and worked.
Instead, I feel a strong attachment to the mountains in California, Oregon, and Washington,
where I have never lived or worked for any
significant period of time. This is the sense of
attachment that drove my academic interest in
6
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the history of federal lands and resources in the
American West.
It turns out that I reflect a common tendency
among American environmentalists: ambivalent
toward the built environment, enraptured by the
wilderness. In recent years, though, I have come to
see the danger of this non sense of place, namely
that I am less intentional about place making
where I live in Grand Rapids, Michigan, than I
am about place making in distant landscapes. I am
not condemning the interest in wild landscapes
nor renouncing my research program, but I now
work on reimagining place making in ways that
overcome this common, dualistic tendency to see
nature as something "out there" and culture as
something concentrated in the built environment.
Reimagining place making within physical
landscapes requires remembering and imagining
within our cultural landscapes as well. Here, I feel
slightly less of Duncan's non sense, because I do
have a strong sense of place and belonging within
Christian faith and practice. The privilege of teaching at Calvin College is that I have an unusual
number of opportunities to draw on the strength
of my Christian sense of place to rethink my
place in physical landscapes. While other churchrelated colleges and schools differ considerably in
their Christian tradition as well as in their relationship to that tradition, this connection is one
of the greatest contributions that church-related
schools can make. They can become places where
the Christian tradition helps students re-imagine
their place making in a way that nurtures and sustains God's whole creation.

The Physical Landscape

My own thinking on the sense of place
began in 1986, when my family traveled through
several western national parks. Having grown
up in landscapes dominated by human control,
I found the immense open spaces of the West
captivating. Here was freedom from traffic, from
school and work, from constraint. This landscape, I felt immediately, was my home, and I
decided to become either
a national park ranger or
a National Geographic
photographer so that I
could live and work in
the West. Returning to
the Washington, DC
area, I mustered a sixth
grader's most profound
contempt for the artificiality of city life. I had
seen God's country, pure
and unspoiled, and I
wasn't going to settle
for the brokenness and
decay of the built environment.
My
sixth-grade
plans to work for the
National Park Service or National Geographic
never worked out, but my sense of attachment to
the mountain landscapes of the American West
has only deepened. I continue to travel West,
usually to Oregon, every summer for research,
teaching, volunteer work, and recreation. At
the same time, the binary view I had as a sixth
grader-mountain wilderness, good; city, badhas softened considerably because I realize the
danger of investing all of my energy in distant
landscapes rather than the one where I now
live and work. The fact that western Michigan
doesn't feel like home, that I don't feel a strong
sense of place there, doesn't change the fact that
western Michigan is where I do most of my place
making.
I don't know whether it has been a comfort
or not to learn that I am not alone in my struggle to reconcile a deep feeling of attachment to

wild landscapes with the real attachments I have
to the built environment. The American Studies
professor Leo Marx argues that this struggle is a
dominant theme in some of the greatest pieces
of American fiction, following a common pattern of retreat from society, exploration of a
wild landscape, and an inevitable, if ambivalent,
return to society. First, the lead character retreats
toward nature because he or she finds life in the
city "dominated by an oppressively mechanistic

system of value, a preoccupation with the routine means of existence and an obliviousness of
its meaning or purpose" (Marx 1968, 122-123).
In retreat, the character explores a simpler way
of life; she enjoys "an idyllic interlude when the
beauty of the visible world inspires [her] with a
sense of relatedness to the invisible order of the
universe" (123). At some point, however, the
character discovers that "an unchecked recoil
from civilization may destroy [her ]-either in
the sense of extinguishing her uniquely human
traits or in the quite literal sense of killing
[her];' so she returns to civilization (123). (One
has only to think of the book and film Into the
Wild.) What has the character learned in all of
this? Marx suggests that she finds herself caught
between two hostile forces that threaten her existence: "the expanding power of civilization, and
the ... menacing anarchy of wild nature" (123).
Lent 2011
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Unfortunately, the character can never reconcile
this tension: "Though [s]he apparently acknowledges that society is inescapable, [s]he usually
remains a forlorn and lonely figure. Our most
admired American fables seldom, if ever, depict
a satisfying, wholehearted return" (124).
These fictional heroes, along with historical
figures such as Henry David Thoreau and John
Muir, may be exceptional cases, but environmental historian William Cronon argues that
Americans more generally have developed a
remarkably dualistic view of nature and culture,
wild landscapes and built landscapes. For many
Americans, he writes, cities have "represented
all that [is] most unnatural about human life.
Crowded and artificial, [they are] a cancer on
an otherwise beautiful landscape:' This thinking
about city and wilderness has produced a serious
dilemma: "however we may feel about the urban
world which is the most visible symbol of our
human power-whether we celebrate the city
or revile it, whether we wish to 'control' nature
or 'preserve' it-we unconsciously affirm our
belief that we ourselves are unnatural. Nature
is the place where we are not" (Cronon 1991, 7,
17-18).

8
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This dualistic view of nonhuman nature and
culture, I hasten to add, has led to important
landmarks in preservation. It is reasonable to
argue, for example, that Americans created the
national park and the national wilderness ideas
(Nash 1970), and keeping these areas largely free
from physical development provides enormous
benefits for scientific research, for recreation, for
environmental education, and even, I think, for
the cultivation of virtues such as humility and
restraint. What is more, I think that we haven't
done nearly enough of this kind of preservation
throughout the country.
The problem, author Michael Pollan argues,
is that "we've ended up with a landscape in
America that conforms to that [dualistic view]
remarkably well. Thanks to exactly this kind
of either/or thinking, Americans have done an
admirable job of drawing lines around certain
sacred areas ... and a terrible job of managing the
rest of the land .... Once a landscape is no longer 'virgin' it is typically written off as fallen, lost
to nature, irredeemable. We hand it over to the
jurisdiction of that other sacrosanct American
ethic: laissez-faire economics" (Pollan 1991,
223). In other words, we have learned to protect

some areas exceptionally well by excluding most
human development, but we have not learned to
live in nonhuman nature nearly as well.
My current book project is a political history
of ecosystem management, an approach to land
and resource management that aims at a more
holistic approach. Advocates of this approach
argue that we need to coordinate the management of wilderness areas, commercial forests,
and residential areas to protect the ecological
relationships and processes that make all three
possible. Ecosystem management begins with
the recognition that protecting islands of land
along established political boundaries may save
beautiful scenery, but it is rarely sufficient to
preserve endangered species or larger-scale ecological processes. Thus, proponents of ecosystem
management insist that meaningful planning
and management has to follow ecological rather
than political boundaries, and this means tackling challenging issues of legal jurisdiction and
property rights, because it will most likely involve
multiple federal and state agencies as well as nongovernmental organizations and private property
owners. As law professor Joseph Sax argues, ''A
fundamental purpose of the traditional system of
property law has been to destroy the functioning of [ecosystems] .... Under our legal system
we cut up the land into arbitrary pieces ... and
then endow the owner with the right, indeed
with every encouragement, to enclose the land
and make it exclusive" (Sax 1991, 77). We have,
in other words, a system of law that encourages
property owners to remember and re-imagine
their place in a particular landscape without
regard to the fundamental interconnections that
define ecological systems.
Perhaps the most challenging aspect of ecosystem management, though, is the notion that
management must be adaptive. In other words,
land-use planners and managers should never
expect to craft final solutions. Rather, planning
and management themselves should be iterative, learning processes. Place making, in this
framework, involves more than careful design
and precise implementation; it requires a careful
attentiveness and openness to the dynamic character ofland and the people who use it. Ecosystem

management thus calls for something extraordinary: humility.
The Theological and Moral Landscape

This leads naturally to the second half of my
argument about the importance of our cultural
landscapes in shaping how we treat the creation.
The cultural geographer Yi-Fu Tuan writes, ''A
human being is an animal who is congenitally
indisposed to accept reality as it is. Humans not
only submit and adapt, as all animals do; they
transform in accordance with a preconceived
plan. That is, before transforming, they do something extraordinary, namely, 'see' what is not there.
Seeing what is not there lies at the foundation of
all human culture" (Tuan 2006, 6). Said another
way, the human place in nonhuman nature is not
something we simply find; it is something we
make with unique foresight, intentionality, and
power. It is something we first must envision and
then construct.
The challenge, from a moral point of view,
is that human vision is a spurious guide: "By
opening our eyes;' the philosopher Iris Murdoch
writes, "we do not necessarily see what confronts
us. We are anxiety-ridden animals. Our minds
are continually active, fabricating an anxious,
usually self-preoccupied, often falsifying veil
which partially conceals the world. Our states of
consciousness differ in quality, our fantasies and
reveries are not trivial and unimportant, they
are profoundly connected with our energies and
our ability to choose and act" (Murdoch 1998,
368-369). Murdoch argues that humility, that is,
a "selfless respect for reality and one of the most
difficult and central of all virtues;' is a key to our
success (378).
It is here that church-related colleges and universities can play a unique role. These institutions,
in different ways and to varying degrees, encourage a particular kind of humility: a selfless respect
for the world as God's creation. There is a deep
need at church-related colleges and universities,
then, to remember and imagine Christian theology in ways that can respond to our contemporary
place making challenges. For me, the focus is on
environmental challenges.
Lent 2011

9

Without time to develop a systematic environmental theology, I will use just one element of
the doctrine of creation-biblical anthropologyto illustrate how Christian theology can serve as
corrective lenses in our place making. Homo
sapiens, the Genesis account of creation asserts,
is a species among species, fully embedded in the
natural world, yet it is a unique species that is set
apart by its relationship to God.
The text provides a rather humbling account
of human creatureliness. We are made from the

Understanding our work of
dominion, of place making as
seventh day, or Sabbath, creatures
is no simple task. It requires a full
six days of labor and a seventh
day to confess our failings, to seek
God's wisdom, and to rest.

adama, the ground, we are given the same spirit
of life as the other animals, and we are given
the same blessing as the other animals to multiply and flourish. We are, the theologian Jiirgen
Moltman argues, created imago mundi, in the
image of the earth. This vision of human beings
suggests that we have a kinship with the rest of
God's creation.
Yet human beings are not, in the Genesis
account, just a species among species because we
alone among all of the creatures are made imago
Dei, in the image of God. At times this idea has
been used by the Christian church and secularized to support an entirely unbiblical notion of
human domination of nature, but the current
environmental problems we face, what St. Paul
calls the groaning of creation, expose this as a
dangerous guide to place making.
One of the main problems with the traditional western notion of imago Dei is the
extremely individualistic form that it has taken,
10
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when, in fact, the imago Dei must be interpreted not individualistically but relationally.
The theologian Bret Stephenson puts it this way:
we must "reinterpret the image, not as an individually held static quality of the mind, but as
a relational achievement which is constituted
between others-in-relation" (Stephenson 2005,
7). Indeed, both ecology and Trinitarian theology insist on this fundamental insight: identity
is relational. Making this relational turn means
that my place making cannot be an entirely
self-referential affair but must reflect care for
my relationships to God and to God's creation
(Gunton 1998).
I have used imago Dei and imago mundi so
far to reflect on who we are, but the other important aspect of identity is teleological. What, after
all, did God create humans to do? The Genesis
account of creation addresses this question as
well. Certainly Genesis 1:28 provides insight:
"Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and
subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of
the sea and the over the birds of the air and over
every living thing that moves upon the earth:'
But in order to interpret dominion we need to
read on into Genesis chapter two: "on the seventh day God finished the work that he had
done, and he rested on the seventh day from all
the work that he had done. So God blessed the
seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God
rested from all the work that he had done in creation" (Genesis 2:2-3). This is an image of God's
enthronement over the whole creation. It is the
event in which the whole creation, including
humans and human dominion, finds its meaning and purpose. Therefore human dominion,
the six-days work to which we are called, must
find its beginning and end in God's grace and
rest. The earth not only belongs to God, it is a gift
from God, and our more destructive patterns of
domination reveal that we often treat the earth
as our possession rather than as a gift.
Understanding our work of dominion, of
place making as seventh day, or Sabbath, creatures is no simple task. It requires a full six days
of labor and a seventh day to confess our failings,
to seek God's wisdom, and to rest. In Living the
Sabbath, philosopher Norman Wirzba writes,

Our role as stewards or servants of creation
is to actively seek to promote creation's
ability to enjoy the [rest] of God, and to
enable creatures to attain their potential. In
saying this, however, we need to be careful,
for it would be a mistake to think that we
can enable all of creation in this way. We
simply do not understand fully how ecosystems work, and so we cannot possibly
predict all the effects of even well-meant
efforts .... In pulling back we will give habitats and organisms the freedom and the
space to be healed and restored. As we do
this we will approach the Sabbath command to "provide for the redemption of
the land" (Lev. 25:24) . (Wirzba 2006, 151)
One of the most important aspects of Sabbath
place making, then, is respecting regular rhythms
of work and rest, and that is harder than it sounds.
Most of us do not rest well in general, despite the
amount of time we spend recreating. Sabbath
rest involves more than sitting down or going to
the beach, it is a rest that is directed toward God's
grace and providence. It is a rest, then, filled with
doxology, and it is a rest that cultivates humility. It
is a rest that illuminates the reality that life, both
human and nonhuman, is a gift. This sense of gift
is a fundamentally different way of remembering
our landscapes, and it encourages a very different
imagination for their future.

Conclusion
"Tell me the landscape in which you live;'
Ortega y Gasset says, "and I will tell you who you
are:' The first time I read that statement, I assumed
he was referring to the ways that physical and culturallandscapes shape who we are. I still think that
that is his primary meaning, but I have begun to
think about his statement in the other direction as
well. How we make and shape landscapes reveals a
great deal about who we are, about our character.
Our failures at place making, both ecological failures and social failures, reveal our inability to see
the world clearly. They reveal, theologian Steven
Bouma-Prediger writes, our ecological ignorance
as well as our vicious tendencies (Bouma-Prediger,

2001). Seeing the world as God's creation requires
both deepening our knowledge about the biophysical world that sustains us and cultivating
virtues such as humility, self-restraint, and frugality through which we will see and respect our
relationships within God's creation.
I have a great deal to learn about place making,
namely how to do it in a more sustainable way. I
will continue thinking about place making in the
American West. At the same time, I realize that I
need to spend more time thinking about how to
connect my sense of place in Christian faith and
practice, my sense of belonging to God, with the
land, resources, and people in my home town.
With enough time and energy I may even develop
a strong sense of place in west Michigan. ;-

James R. Skillen is Assistant Professor of
Environmental Studies at Calvin College.
This essay is based on a presentation
to the 2010 Reunion Conference of Lilly
Postdoctoral and Senior Fellows, held
October 14- 17 at Valparaiso University.
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Self Defense

Gary Fincke
1

I

N A NEARBY TOWN, LATE AT NIGHT, A WOMAN

plays her stereo louder and longer than her
neighbors can bear. At last, they call the
police.
The woman who has cranked three hours of
CDs is drunk and uncooperative, no surprise to
the police, but she also owns snakes, and when
the police enter her home, intending to subdue
her, she uses them as a weapon, hissing "Back
off" as she brandishes her copperheads, two in
each hand, like automatic weapons.
The situation becomes a stand -off. They were
responding to a simple disturbing the peace
complaint, but now the two policemen keep their
distance for a curse-filled hour.
Other police arrive. The call's description of
the stalemate has made them curious, and finally
the room is dotted with uniforms.
Though religion isn't a force in that room, the
woman repeating blasphemies, she has the faith
of those churchgoers who decide which of them
is saved by their ease with snakes. Her pets, naturally, are leery of the small congregation of law.
Finally, she's bitten, and more than once.
She disarms herself by dropping the snakes back
under glass. "It wasn't surrender;' she's quoted
in the next day's newspaper's account. "Just a
truce:'
"You own snakes like mine, you learn your
poisons;' she says. "I knew I could still be saved,
and those cops, they listened to me as if they'd
accidentally shot me:'
One of those policemen agreed that even with
that woman reduced from criminal to patient, he,

at least, kept a space between himself and her as
if she might lunge and strike. "Self-defense;' the
woman says. "That's all it was I was doing:'
2

For self-defense, my mother recommended
the power of positive thinking. Until I reached
sixth grade, she read passages to me from books
and magazines about believing in myself, how it
improved the immune system of both the body
and the mind, keeping sickness and sin at bay.
"Hush now;' my mother would say.
"Headaches are no worse than pimples. Get busy.
Forget the pain." She worked and drank coffee to
subdue hers, swallowing the home treatments of
busyness and caffeine.
At my grandmother's house, in the living
room where there was a television, something
we didn't own during that time, my mother
arranged chairs from the kitchen like three
pieces of a straight-backed pew. My sister and
I filed in behind her with reverence, because on
Sunday nights Bishop Fulton Sheen would take
half an hour to improve us.
"Life is worth living;' he repeated, sounding just like the minister I'd listened to ten
hours earlier. Like a teacher, he wrote words and
phrases on a backboard: Self-confidence breeds
self-improvement; eternal success is heaven's joy.
Didn't I see, my mother would say, that the
best self-defense was faith? That I could influence eternity by heeding Christ? When I closed
my eyes I saw the shows my friends had told me
I was missing on other channels. While Bishop
Sheen flourished his robed arms into a brief
Lent 2011

13

drama of blessing, I thought of the bus ride to
school the following morning, the chatter of my
friends, and how I would look out the window
as if anything that might be seen along Route 8
was more interesting than a summary of jokes
and crime-solving from the night before.
3
In 1957, the army produced The Big Picture,
a program for television to lessen the fears of
the public about nuclear explosions. My family
owned a television now, and we watched.

I spent another minute examining
my dim self in the mirror to mark
who I'd become at thirty-eight,
someone who relied on medicine
for self-defense, someone ashamed
of his dependence.
The Big Picture unrolled like a group photograph from summer camp. It said dusk on the
desert is a reflective time, this particular one,
perhaps, a bit more than most. It said the awesome was ready and able, but in the minds of
some men, fundamental questions remained.
The Big Picture showed a chaplain who
preached the gospel of a fireball ascending into
heaven. I listened as he said the cloud had all
the rainbow's rich colors before it turned into a
beautiful pale yellow mushroom.
The Big Picture silenced us and held our
breath. It turned so bright we remembered staring at the sun.
The Big Picture argued that the right answer
for safety near the blast was wearing regular
clothes. It wanted men exposed to the pressure
of a forced, post-blast march. It followed those
men to Ground Zero and assured us the soldiers
were adequately informed.
The Big Picture went to commercial when
the men lost composure. It stayed mum about
terror. Like Jesus, it taught us we needn't be
afraid.
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4

Because it was something the weak did, the
first time I used an inhaler I heard my father criticizing a boy who wheezed in church until he was
led, at last, from a front pew by his mother's hand.
I could see Sharon Rogers at the dance she
invited me to in eighth grade, her pale skin and
her beige-colored inhaler, the first I ever saw. She
made me think of the girls Poe wrote about, the
beauty of someone young and vulnerable. My
father, when I recounted the evening, said nobody,
as Sharon had told me, could be allergic to dust.
"How could you live?" he said. "It's everywhere,
like air:'
Because my own three children were young, a
night light was on in the bathroom where I stood
holding the plastic tube like a handgun I might
press against my temple. My breath whistled its
warning of possible silence, yet I spent another
minute examining my dim self in the mirror to
mark who I'd become at thirty-eight, someone
who relied on medicine for self-defense, someone
ashamed of his dependence.
At last, I inhaled that mist, holding it in my
lungs, repeating the dose twice for relief. I walked
barefooted through the drawn-drape darkness of
my living room, daring the furniture to be out of
place or toys scattered like tacks on the floor. I
could hear my father repeating "Sick days" like a
synonym for shit. I believed my future, now, was
warm and small, waiting in a thicket for darkness
because there was nothing worse than weakness.
5

A swarm of ants had somehow materialized on
the counter by our kitchen sink. My mother said
she would explain, "Just this once, so listen;' giving
advice on keeping ants at bay:
It's too late now, but ants have cucumber allergies. Bits of skin will clear the places where they
swarm.
It's too late now, but ants hate chalk. They will
seldom cross a thick line that circles around something that you love.
A little lemon juice can be a moat. See how I'm
soaking the doorway and the window sill?
But now that somebody's let them in, soak this
sponge in sugar water. Leave it on this plate while I

heat some water. It won't be long before those ants
congregate like pigs. See? Let them do exactly that
before you use these tongs to pick up that sponge
and plunge it into the boiling water.
You're not finished. Wash that sponge out and
wring it hard. Begin again. There are always stragglers.
You know what ants do? They point out our
carelessness, a crowd of them teeming where dessert was dropped, a bit so tiny some people don't
bend for it. Something like pennies on the sidewalk, so little to be gained some people leave them
like litter. Think about that. And make sure you
don't forget these old remedies I'm handing down.
The ants will stay outside where they belong.
6
Like oatmeal, spinach, and bread crusts, blunt
talk put hair on your chest and grew the muscles
you needed to take care of business. It separated
heroes from cowards, and Coach Czak used it like
an open hand, clapping boys who took a charge
on the back, saying "Hell, yes;' to the players who
earned floor burns diving for loose balls.
Blunt talk was Coach Czak saying, "Having
that time of the month?" when someone was tired.
He was getting us ready for the world or the army
where, either way, blunt talk would show us exactly
where we stood. In business, the hesitant were losers; in Vietnam, the cowardly would get you killed.
The 1960s were ripe, but we weren't, not yet, and
Coach Czak would help us grow. "Just wait;' he
promised, "When we're finished here, you'll all be
different;' and we were, clearing our throats for the
first barrage of blunt talk, trying it out on the weak
and quiet, ready to work our way up like boxers,
ready to be serious contenders.
7

In college, one night, a friend told me I needed
to learn the self-defense of boxing. "With a mouth
like yours, somebody's always going to want to
pound your face;' he said, and I had to agree.
I was a trash-talker in basketball. I yammered
condescending insults at strangers who struck me
as pretentious or stupid. In short, I was a fool for
obnoxious phrases, and yet he sensed that I was,
in short, "a pussY:'

We were alone in the recreation room of our
fraternity house. He handed me a set of padded
gloves. I was taller than he was by three inches,
but he outweighed me by twenty-five pounds.
With those gloves loosely tied on my hands, I felt
like Stick-Man.
He showed me jabs and hooks, weight-shift
and how .to bob and weave and keep my arms in
and hands high. "Go ahead;' he said, "try to hit
me. I'll give you a little while before I fight back:'
It seemed like an easy lesson, my friend just
backing off a step or moving from side to side,
gloves up and absorbing all of my half-hearted
punches, all of them right-handed. "You have a
left hand;' he said, pointing out the obvious. I
threw another right, discouraged, beginning to
prepare a short speech full of promises to practice
keeping my mouth shut.
He deflected that punch and said, "You ready
to block now?" I nodded, trying to mimic what I'd
just seen him do. I didn't even see the first hook. I
hadn't thought about anybody using his left hand
for anything but jabs and defense.
Rat-a-tat, rat-a-tat, rat-a-tat. The rhythm of
his punches against my head came with the comic
book sound of World War II machine guns. I
was suddenly afraid he wouldn't stop until I went
down, and then, holding my breath, I covered my
face with my forearms and abandoned the soft
parts of my body.
I was pounded. I was slammed. I was hammered. There was a dog whistle trilling in my
head. I took two steps back and was thrilled when
he didn't follow so I could work the gloves loose
and let them drop to the floor. "You can't close
your eyes like that;' he said. "You can't hold your
hands like that and expect to live:'
I wanted to say something interesting and
settled for "Screw this:' The headache he gave me
lasted two full days.
8
Once, the father of a girl I was dating led me
outside of the house he owned that had six times
the floor space of my parents' house to explain
the advantages of natural security. "Some people
use beehives along their borders;' he said. "Some
have tried seven-scent mint because it releases a
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powerful smell when stepped on by anybody who's
trespassing;' making me understand that the gated
driveway was the only acceptable entrance.
He told me there were 4.7 acres he could call
his own. He showed me around, describing what
he owned, and guided me, finally, toward what
I took to be the outermost edge of his property
because there was a wall of head-high hedges.
"Touch these;' he said, showing me the stiletto
thorns. "Look how thick;' he said, and I took his

I had scratches but nothing near
my eyes, a sprained ankle, but not a
shattered leg. And I had time,
lying there, to note the wire strung
calf-high a foot from that
well-maintained hedge.

word, seeing nothing beyond the tightly clustered
leaves and branches.
"People who need protection should look into
trifoliate orange;' he said. "It grows to twenty feet
if you let it, a wall so thick it stops a jeep:'
I touched one four-inch spike and didn't mention the time, when, eleven years-old and running
after dark, I sprawled, hands flailing, into the
ordinary waist-high hedge of a neighbor. I had
scratches but nothing near my eyes, a sprained
ankle, but not a shattered leg. And I had time,
lying there, to note the wire strung calf-high a
foot from that well-maintained hedge, as if whoever lived behind it and its sparse, small thorns
expected boys like me to run through his bushes,
as if he owned a country so valuable there were
invaders perpetually ready to cross that border.
9

The one time I hitchhiked with a girl we were
offered rides more quickly than I'd ever received
them on my own. I was in graduate school. She
was eighteen, a freshman, who I'd told over a
pitcher of the 3.2 beer she could legally drink in
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Ohio, that hitching was the way I got back and
forth to Pittsburgh where, by coincidence, she had
a boyfriend she wanted to see.
Returning from our weekend trip, it had taken
six rides to approach Columbus, so it was a relief
when, as twilight settled in and we climbed into
the back of a car, that the two men in the front
seat said they were going to Kentucky, meaning
this ride would take us almost a hundred miles
and leave us at an exit less than half an hour from
Oxford.
I relaxed and watched the landscape turn
rural as it rolled by in the gathering darkness.
After it became too dark to see much of anything
off to the side, I began to drift until the radio skidded up to near roar level. I sat up, recognizing Led
Zeppelin just as the driver jerked his head around
and said, "This tune gets me going:'
I nodded, but the girl I was with suddenly
looked apprehensive, as if the radio's volume signaled something threatening, and for the first time
I calculated the difference between one man and
two in the front seat of a strange car.
When the Zeppelin song ended, the car began
to slow, and a moment later we were mlling onto
an exit ramp that looked remote, not even a gas
station waiting near the upcoming stop sign.
"What's out here?" I managed to croak.
The driver swiveled almost completely, and
this time, grinning, he said, "Dinner. The best
hamburger you'll ever eat:'
He rolled through the stop sign, accelerating
at once onto a two-lane that twisted into forest.
"Pictures of Lily;' a song by The Who that was
supposed to be about masturbation came on, but
I searched along the floor with my shoes, hoping
to touch something heavy and hard. I needed a
weapon, and that car was immaculate with emptiness. The fingers of the girl's right hand dug into
my thigh. She was staring over the driver's shoulder, reading, I imagined, the speedometer for the
first small increment of deceleration.
The thought came to me that these guys
might shoot me before they raped and strangled
that girl. My next thought was that there would
be a moment as the car slowed down when that
girl and I could open our respective doors and
throw ourselves out, getting to our feet and run-

ning. That might save me, but I couldn't imagine
the girl outrunning them.
The woods thickened, trees running right
down to the shoulder. Before long, I became certain there would be a dirt road turning off, and I'd
know where I was going to die. I searched along
the floor with my hand as if something valuable
had escaped the notice of my shoe. I wondered if
she carried a curling iron in her small, overnight
bag that sat on the seat between us, whether
my set of three keys might be fashioned into a
weapon.
"Eight Miles High" came on the radio, the
Byrds at speaker-threatening volume. I had the
record in my apartment. The guy in the shotgun
seat turned and stared back at us so pointedly that
the girl brought her arms up in front of her breasts.
"Isn't this the greatest song ever?'' the man said.
I saw a break in the woods, a turn off, and
I braced myself, watching for what would be in
the man's hand when he lifted it higher than the
back of the seat. The car slowed. I could hear the
girl's breathing as she strangled my thigh. I tried
to focus.
And then the car drifted by the turn off,
rounding a bend to where a diner sat back off the
road within a grove of trees. The driver pulled in
and said, "Here we are;' leaving the motor run
until the Byrds were finished. "Perfect;' the shotgun seat man said. '1\bsolutely perfect:'
I had to agree. I was as happy as I'd ever been,
and I climbed out and followed them, pausing
only when I was in the doorway to look back to
where the girl stood near the car like a small child
who'd been hoping for McDonald's.
The driver waved her on. The three of us
waited until she walked toward us. Fifteen minutes later I was relaxed over what proved to be an
excellent hamburger complete with cheese, tomatoes, onions, and lettuce.
When we finally arrived in Oxford, that girl
didn't say anything except, "Do you remember
what those men looked like or what they were
wearing?"
I was quiet for a moment as she slapped the
overnight bag against the side of her leg. "No;' I
said. I could name every song that played on the
radio and what both men had ordered on their

hamburgers, but I didn't remember anything
about them except they were dean-shaven and
white.
"You acted like you were happy while you
were eating;' she said. "What did you think, that
those guys were our friends?" Her look let me
know she'd decided I was a fool. As she walked
into her dorm, her tight jeans made me remember the exact shape of her thighs and hips. I never
saw her again.
10
This morning I read the instruction for how to
rid your house of ghosts. To begin, it said, politely,
but firmly, ask them to leave. They're not to blame
for loitering. Convince each one that the physical
world is no place to hide from elder spirits who
will, with time, forgive their sins.
The ghosts of your family are docile, except
those who died young. Naturally, they are quick
to anger. Don't you be angry too. They'll feed on
it. Likewise, don't show fear. Ghosts are animals
who smell opportunity in weakness.
No luck? Try smudging. Open the windows
in each room and walk holding a pot of burning sage throughout. Tell them, "Spirits leave:' If
you're embarrassed, professionals will do this for
a fee.
Listen, there's reason for their restlessness. You
may have outlived some of the ones you know by
fifty years, so they're rightfully sick of your breathing and the terrible leisure of language. All your
uneventful days are enough to anger anyone. If it
wasn't for knowing that horror is a certainty, they
would bury their phantom teeth in you. Safety is
as tenuous as cupping the groin against fists and
knees. What matters is believing in your words.
When the house feels empty, bless it in the name
of God.
11

During my first semester of college teaching,
I had a student who was a Vietnam veteran. He
wrote a stunning essay about being ambushed
and surviving while dozens of his comrades were
killed. It was 1969. I was using my new job to avoid
the draft, and I didn't say a word to him about my
snotty anti-war attitude about Vietnam.
Lent 2011

17

A few years later, shortly after I was old
enough to store my draft card in a drawer as a
souvenir, the local newspaper carried a story
about a son killing his father in self-defense. The
father ran a karate school. He was a certified and
much-decorated expert, and he had seen to it that
his son was an expert as well. When their argument went out of control, they fought, using all of
their karate skills, and the son, the student who'd
written that essay, had finally strangled his father
with nunchucks because, he explained, "My father
would have done the same to me:'
I reread the story as if I could discover something I'd missed about what sort of disagreement
would lead to a father and son fighting hand-tohand to the death. According to the story, they'd
battled for nearly an hour because their mastery
of self-defense was so evenly matched.
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By then I had a wife, an infant son, and a small
house that was surrounded by nothing more than
rhododendron bushes. I felt so smug in the safety
of sitting with a newspaper and a cup of coffee that
I walked to where the two of them were sleeping
and listened to all of us breathing. •t

Gary Fincke is the Charles B. Degenstein
Professor of English and Creative Writing
and Director of The Writers Institute at
Susquehanna University.

Field Notes Toward a
Doctrine of Chicken
Briery Branch, Virginia
Kirsten Eve Beachy

Theory and Methodology

0

NE OF THE WAYS THAT

I

PRAY IS BY

watching chickens. This is not standard
Christian practice, even for Mennonites
like me, who have traditionally lived close to
the earth. It doesn't even mesh with more eastern religious practices. A flock of chickens is no
Zen garden, no smooth open space for meditation. A flock of chickens is a series of distractions,
the ever-shifting motivations and pursuits of six
greedy individuals with fifteen-second attention
spans spending the afternoon together. It's daycare
without diapers or timeouts. If my broken-beaked
Emily came upon a Zen sand garden, she'd dust
bathe-sand and feathers flying across the raked
paths! In Christian bookstores, the sun-catchers
etched with inspirational messages do not have
images of chickens. That dubious honor goes to
falling sparrows, doves, soaring eagles, andunbiblically-hummingbirds.
I confess no great fondness for Christian
bookstores, sun-catchers, or inspirational messages. My spiritual life has not been enriched by
inscribed bookmarks or personalized crosses.
I'm barely comfortable with the prayers for all
occasions collected in the back of the Mennonite
Hymnal. I'm skittish of prayers read aloud in
church. Who is praying? The writer? The reader?
The congregation? Who is putting words in whose
mouth?
I try to justify my discomfort thus: As a member of an Anabaptist group, I shy away from both
High Church forms and charismatic emotionalism. I'm fine with the Lord's Prayer, but prefer

Luke's simpler version, without all the "thine is
the kingdom and the power" business. I also like
a simple prayer my father prays: "Let us be the
hands and feet ofJesus:' That's plenty form for me
and enough words to cover everything that needs
to be covered.
I try not to offer up words at all, when I can
help it. I know too much about rhetoric. I prefer to offer up a walk back to Briery Branch, an
evening by the fire, rhubarb wine with friends, a
challenging yoga class, or an afternoon's chickenwatching. This brings us back to the original
point: the spiritual benefits of chicken-watching,
of which there are many. With my mind overtuned for metaphor, I watch the flock and glean
clues for a theology that's all-natural, all-chicken.
Petition

As soon as they hear the house door open,
or simply see me through a window, the hens
begin to holler. They run out of their shack and
line up at the fence, caroling. Even when it's clear
that I am coming, a jug of water in one hand, feed
and scratch grains in the other, they continue to
call. Phoebe, the Speckled Sussex with a polkadot petticoat, can't contain herself and jumps up
and down, her beak turned toward Heaven-the
direction from which the scratch grains fly when
I throw them over the fence.
If the chickens are ranging in our backyard
when I step outside, they rush across the lawn,
their drumsticks pumping, wings flapping for
balance. Youyouyou! they cry, youyouyou! I could
almost mistake this for worship, but it isn't. Not
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true worship, anyhow. If I have nothing for them,
they quickly lose interest. Their joy in me is
connected entirely to what I can offer their stomachs.
One winter night, I didn't count the hens
when I closed up the pen, and yellow Charlotte
spent the night in our cold backyard, away from
the heat lamp and the feathers of her sisters. When
the sun rose enough for her to see-chickens are
blind in the dark-she stood under our bedroom
window and shouted until I crawled out from
under the down comforter, thrust my feet
into some boots, and
lifted her back into the
pen. She came straight
to the source and didn't
hesitate to ask.
Also: she knows
where we sleep.
Original Sin

Chickens are not
born evil; they are born
raptors. They have
claws and beaks and
hunger and hierarchy.
Factory chickens are
bred to be docile and
obese, but they'd still
peck each other to
death in the close quarters if they were allowed
to keep their beaks. My hens, a little closer to the
original jungle fowl, dinosaur fire still in the eyes of
the Ameraucanas, only peck as a reminder. No one
pulls out anyone's feathers. Rarely does anyone get
pecked until she bleeds. They have ample access to
food and water, plenty of roost space, and about
twenty square feet apiece in the chicken run. That's
about three times the number of square feet allotted in theaters for each human audience member.
The hens have a hierarchy, but everyone gets fed,
and they snuggle together on chilly nights.
But they lack finer feelings. When our golden
Ameraucanas Belinda caught a cold, we separated
her from the flock for a few weeks. She improved,
staying down in our warm cellar, but then it
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flooded during the winter melt. I found her in the
morning perched above the water, wet-feathered
and mad as hell. I put her in a grazing box in
the sun to dry, but while we were at work a dog
attacked the box and got a mouthful of feathers.
She was crouched in the undamaged corner of the
box, trembling, when I found her.
I returned her to the secure run with the rest
of the flock. She ran about squawking: Everyone!
Everyone! You'll never believe what happened! I've
had the most horrible day! How did they respond?

They beat her up. That's
compassion for you.
Communion

If you throw a
wafer-well, a stale Ritz
cracker-into the pen,
Miranda will nab it.
She's an Ameraucanas,
all beak and mane, no
comb, and fearless.
She'll sprint, cracker
in beak, to the farthest
corner of the run, pursued by a bevy of hens.
Methuselah, the Rhode
Island Red rooster, will
stroll behind sedately.
He outweighs any two
of them together, but is
too gentlemanly or too arthritic to interfere with
the match. Miranda can't swallow the cracker
whole, and so she must drop it. Mama, the weighty
White Rock, will shove in, snatch the cracker, and
run to a different corner. It will break in half and
Phoebe will peck at it until Miranda bops her on
the comb. In this way, the wafer is shared, Emily,
Methuselah, and little Belinda catching the falling
crumbs.
So much for the wafer. I haven't dared try
them on wine. They'll swallow grapes whole,
stretching their crops to avoid sharing.
The flock would have no problem with the
doctrine of transubstantiation, the idea that
the bread mystically becomes the Savior's flesh.
Whenever they're set free, or escape, they run

first to our compost pile and the first thing they'll
seize, if available, are the leftover bones and deepfried skins of takeout chicken. If you are what you
eat, they might say, Why not eat what you are?
1) Given the opportunity, they will eat
anyone-not just their Savior, and not just metaphorically.
2) Participation in communion is competitive.
3) June bugs trump wafers, every time.

pus, just before dark, we heard a loud cry and
rushed outside to see if the hawk had returned.
It was Miranda, strutting up the sidewalk hollering, I'm back! Where are you guys? There was great
rejoicing and we all rushed to meet her, human
and fowl, except for Charlotte, who had to be carried up from the doghouse at bedtime and who
hid inside the chicken house for the next three
days when the others went out for their afternoon
stroll.

Salvation

Ritual Cleansing

Chickens don't bother with guilt. I can catch
them in flagrante delicto, tearing up a flowerbed,
and they'll ignore my shouts. I can shoo them out,
but they'll come back as many times as I chase
them. If I don't want hens in the flowerbed, why
did I let them out of their pen? Why, indeed? If
God didn't want us to eat the apple, why was it
in the Garden? I enjoy watching my chickens run
free; what pleasure did God derive from watching
Adam ignore fruit?
Chickens don't do guilt, so they can experience salvation only in its most physical sense.
One day at our old place I opened the screen door
to see Charlotte and a red-tailed hawk rapidly
parting ways, the hen squawking and streaking
to wedge herself into the two-inch crack between
the house and an old dog-house, the hawk flapping to a low branch of the maple. I chased away
the hawk and went to soothe Charlotte. I had to
pry her out of her hiding space-bold Charlotte
with an orange eye, a yellow eye, and a rooster
spur on one leg, Charlotte who raised her hackles
and attacked the fence when a visiting dachshund
got too dose-Charlotte trembled and crept into
the doghouse and refused to come out. I left her
and went to rally the troops. Phoebe and Emily,
crouching in the bushes, soon emerged to kick
gravel around in the carport. But Miranda was
gone. We searched the shrubs around the house,
the hedgerows, walked up and down the road and
beat the shrubs again. The hawk must have got
her, we agreed, then come back for another one.
Maybe there were two hawks.
We searched all afternoon, and then went
inside to make our suppers. Hours after the rum-

My chickens spend hours in their purification rites. They scratch deep dust holes and then
nestle down into them, kicking dirt up over their
backs, shaking the dirt through their feathers. If
you come upon one suddenly, it's startling: a halfchicken, a chicken embedded in the soil, its eyes
half-closed while the dirt seeps down between its
feathers. They prefer the loose dirt of flowerbeds
above all other dirt, but they'll take any sunny
corner of their chicken run if necessary. Lice can't
get a foothold in the powdery dirt; I don't have to
dose them.
The hens share their dust holes with each
other, and a lot can fit in one dust hole. However,
if Methuselah plops down in the middle of the
bath, it's usually the more timid hens who end up
building adjoining holes, even if they were there
first. Then again, Belinda can and will defend her
advantage, once she's dug in.
Pilgrimage

Last winter, at our rented house, the chickens
weren't wholly comfortable in their low, roostless, front-less hutch. Phoebe, believing in a better
life, set out into the world and found the corner
of the carport where we kept extra straw. She
returned to this place faithfully each night to nest
and had to be carried to her proper bed. "Think of
the foxes;' I told her, but she ignored me. Freedom
was worth it. Soon Emily, and then Miranda and
Charlotte-the whole flock at the time-followed
her lead, and I'd have to carry two loads of chickens home each night unless I remembered to herd
them to the hutch before dark. Phoebe resisted,
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ducking and running back to her corner. I had to
shoo her with the leaf rake. When we blocked the
straw bale, two of the hens gave up and went home,
but Phoebe and yellow Emily roosted amongst the
flowerpots in the carport, keeping vigil.
This fall, at our new house, we refurbished
the old two-seater outhouse into a deluxe chicken
shack with proper roosts and nest boxes and egress
to a large run. But we had two new hens and a
rooster to shelter in this deluxe chicken shack;
the original four remained in their hutch. Phoebe

Somehow a plea was made, an
invitation issued, or someone pushed
and someone else gave in. Given
enough time, space, and incentive,
they came to an understanding.

sensed the approach of winter. One afternoon,
Jason left the workshop door ajar, and she led
them inside. I found them there, gravely examining the circular saw and exclaiming to each other
about the high ceiling and good lighting. I shooed
them out, but promised that, as soon as they made
peace with the new flock, they would be granted
proper housing. Which brings me to:
Ecumenism

The first time I integrated new hens into the
flock, I was not particularly tactful. Phoebe and
Miranda had traveled all day with us from Indiana
in a cardboard box in the backseat of the car. We
arrived home, travel-weary, after dark, tucked the
two new hens into the hutch, and went to bed.
When the sun rose, all hell broke loose.
Charlotte, used to queening it over her brokenbeaked sister Emily, had no intention of giving
up her status as top hen. Phoebe was larger and
more clever, and Miranda had a bigger beak, but
Charlotte was on her own turf. She turned out to be
loudest and used her volume to impressive effect
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as she chased them about the pen. She scolded
and cursed for two days. The third day, she lost
her voice and could only growl, but she had kept
her crown. The new birds treated her with wary
respect, as you might a psychotic extremist.
Seasons later, when it was time to move these
four into the deluxe chicken shack with the new
rooster and hens, I decided to give them plenty of
room and time. I freed both flocks to roam in the
backyard. Methuselah was eager to meet the new
hens and strutted back and forth between the separate flocks. The hens glared at each other across the
grass. Over the next few days, in a series of short,
quick competitions, they tested their strength
against each other. They'd get up on tiptoe in each
other's faces, beak to beak, their chests puffed out,
trying to stare each other down. They'd exchange
a swift peck or two, and within seconds one of the
hens would bow to the other, who would hold
her head up even higher before she strutted away.
Charlotte, however, refused to bow to the queen of
the new flock, White Mama, an enormous broody
Plymouth Rock. They sparred for five minutes
before Mama tore a piece out of Charlotte's comb.
Charlotte, instead of making proper obeisance,
ran behind the storage barn and sulked for the rest
of the afternoon. After that, peace reigned during
the grazing sessions, though the rooster was the
only one who talked to everyone.
It was time for the old flock to move in with
the new. I invited Charlotte, Emily, Phoebe, and
Miranda over to the new house and showed them
the food and the water. They looked interested,
but left quickly; this was someone else's home. I
closed their pen so that they couldn't return to the
hutch at dark, left the Deluxe Chicken Shack open
and went out for the evening with Jason. After
dark, I found all seven chickens roosting in the
new house together. I don't know what they did or
said, but somehow a plea was made, an invitation
issued, or someone pushed and someone else gave
in. Given enough time, space, and incentive, they
came to an understanding.
Healing and Dying

At about the point in a person's illness when
we Mennonites would hold an anointing service

to dedicate them to God's care, chickens assassinate. I didn't understand this with my first three
hens: Charlotte, her sister Emily, and the little
white Leghorn, Anne. They seemed as innocent
as the maiden Bronte sisters, eager to eat my offerings of grapes, tomatoes, and Japanese beetles,
content to scratch all day in the dirt. Timid Anne
was scarcely more than a pullet, a factory chicken
with a docked beak, shortened and curled so she
looked like she was whistling. She'd try to pluck
grass tips and lamb's quarters with the phantom
beak and fail again and again.
One evening, I brought my offerings to the
pen to find a bright-eyed Emily and Charlotte
unimpressed by the food and more interested in
the dusty, warmish strands strewn about the run.
I peeked in their hutch. Anne was clearly dead.
I dealt with death in the most mature way that
I could: I went and found Jason. I watched him
gather up the pieces and shovel. Anne prolapsednot unusual for a young layer from a breed
engineered to lay large eggs early. Her flock mates
finished the business by unraveling her guts. We
couldn't have done much for her. Standard procedure is to replace the defective bird.
For weeks afterwards, watching Emily and
Charlotte on their journeys around the backyard,
always together, peering around like a pair of nearsighted old women in baggy trousers, clutching
their purses close and gossiping softly, I'd get cold
chills. It was like discovering that the grandmother
in the apartment across the hall has had a collection of stolen babies in her freezer all these years.
This will for murder may be a form of mercy.
A year later, I saw the flock begin its funeral ritual for Charlotte, but I finished it my own way.
They had ignored her developing idiosyncrasies:
her tilted head, the way she walked in drunken
circles until she couldn't even find her way back
into the coop. But the night that Charlotte lost her
balance completely and fell flapping as I helped
her find the water, Phoebe flew forward with her
beak outstretched and Methuselah jumped down,
kicking with his spurs. If I had not pulled the sick
hen out of the way, they would have torn her to
pieces. I have a little scar on my knuckle where
Methuselah's spur tore me. It was the only time he
ever kicked me.

The flock had a good point. By this time,
Charlotte's head had twisted completely backwards and she couldn't eat or drink. She was too
far gone for any of us to help. I asked Jason to
help me. He dealt the death blow, because he can
swing straight, but I held her still under the blade
of his axe. She didn't struggle, and afterward her
body didn't leap about as they say it should; she
was already on her way out. I felt we did the right
thing. I do not think that act of killing tarnished
my soul. I am a pacifist; I also descend from generations of farmers. Farmers grow-and kill.
Joy

My chickens rarely wish to be anything that
they are not. Sure, Methuselah wants to be taller,
but he stretches his neck and he is. Phoebe wants
to fly and sometimes, under the proper conditions,
she does. Either that, or she teleports-there's no
other way she could get past the fence. No one
even seems to care who is top chicken, after the
matter has been decided. It is easy to keep them
happy. Food, water, room to roam, grain and garbage for variety, crabgrass for salad, and good
powdery dirt. They like to be let out into the yard
so that they can rummage around in the bushes
and chase grasshoppers, but they seem to be just
as excited about running inside to the feeder, kicking pebbles around in their little run, or strutting
outside to catch some sun. They lay eggs every
day but do not grow less proud; they cackle just
as loud.
They teach me that I do not need so much,
that it takes little to be deeply grateful, something
as small as a fresh warm egg in my hand. When I
watch them, peace settles. I imagine God looking
upon me as I look upon my chickens: intrigued,
sometimes deeply disturbed, wondering what is
going on in their tiny minds. ~

Kirsten Eve Beachy is Assistant Professor
of Languages and Literature at Eastern
Mennonite University.
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Remembering Bishop
Will Herzfeld
The Rev. Dr. James Thomas

T

HE AUTHOR MEL LEVINE HAS OBSERVED,

"Planet earth is inhabited by all kinds of
people who have all kinds of minds."

Some minds are wired to create symphonies and sonnets, while others are
fitted out to build bridges, highways,
and computers; design airplanes and
road systems; drive trucks and taxicabs; or seek cures for breast cancer and
hypertension. (A Mind At a Time, 13)
Levine could easily add hundreds of professions to the list. Will Herzfeld was a Lutheran
pastor. He was a Christian. He had more than a
casual acquaintance with the mind of Christ. An
active member of the clergy, Will brought to the
church an unusual array of verbal, pragmatic,
and cognitive skills. In addition to being a pastor, he was the first African American to serve
as the national leader of a Lutheran church body
and a leader in the formation of the Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America. He also served
on the National Council of Churches Executive
Board and was a former vice president of the
General Assembly. While serving his first pastorate, in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, starting in the
late 1950s, he organized the local chapter of the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference and
became a close associate of Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr. Those are only the resume entries. An
examination of his biography also shows us
Will as a sibling, father, husband, provocateur,
friend, community activist, and leader. His
infectious laughter and quick wit attracted the
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attention and affection of many. Unrestrained
by the usual rules of self-doubt, he made his way
in the church and the world on his own terms,
leaving behind a legacy which bears the imprint
of his brave, playful, sometimes intimidating,
and irrepressible personality. Will was as much

at home advising the editor of the Oakland
Tribune, as he was leading the World Council
of Churches, or serving as chaplain to the members of a major league basketball team.
Will's life also chronicles a slice of racism in the church and in American life. His

is the story of how one individual artfully,
sometimes angrily, but also resourcefully
responded to it. Will succeeded in formal
learning in the American Lutheran education
system despite subpar schooling in parochial
schools in Alabama and a seminary in North
Carolina.
I was first introduced to Will when I was
a freshman at Alabama Lutheran Academy
and College, Selma, Alabama. The year was
1968, the year that Eugene McCarthy sought
the Democratic nomination for President and
students led violent protests at the University
of California at Berkley, Columbia University,
and San Francisco State University. Alabama
Lutheran College had opened in 1935. It was
one of several "colleges" for blacks that had
been founded by Lutherans. Others included:
Immanuel College Concord/Greensboro, North
Carolina, founded in 1903; Luther College
in New Orleans, Louisiana, founded in 1903;
Martin Luther Bible College in Montgomery,
Alabama, founded in 1947; and Michigan
Lutheran College, in Detroit, Michigan, founded
in 1963.
Among these, Alabama Lutheran Collegesince renamed Concordia College, Selma-is
the only surviving institution. The school was
a true relic, left over from the days of separate
but unequal education in America. I once asked
Will if he gave financial support to the school
at Selma, his alma mater. He remarked, "I don't
support the mis-education of black people."
The Selma school mirrored the Alabama public school system, which had not yet responded
with equal access to education in answer to
civil rights marchers who flowed across the
Alabama River on the Edmund Pettis Bridge.
Will Herzfeld was one of those marchers. In
1968 the entire enrollment at Alabama Lutheran
College was fewer than twenty-five students.
This was more than ample testimony to the failure of American Lutheranism in engaging the
educational and contextual needs of African
Americans after more than half a century of
mission and ministry. Thirty-five years after its
founding, neither the secondary school nor the
college was accredited by any one of the several

state, regional, or national educational accrediting agencies.
In 1968-1969, Will Herzfeld, by then serving as an urban minister in California, returned
to Selma to take part in a conference convened
to examine the school as a mission and a symbol and to try to parse out the meaning of its
increasingly disturbing presence in the Missouri
Synod's consciousness. After years of poor management, lack of vision, and limited goals, the
Missouri Synod once again was taking up the
subject of the future of the Selma campus.

Unrestrained by the usual rules
of self-doubt, Will Herzfeld made
his way in the church and the
world on his own terms, leaving
behind a legacy which bears the
imprint of his brave, playful,
sometimes intimidating, and
irrepressible personality.

The meeting was called because of a
change taking place in the office of president
at the school. President Paul G. Elbrecht had
moved on to Concordia College, Austin, Texas.
The Board of Control hired The Rev. Wesley
Wilkie, a teacher in the theology department
at Concordia College, River Forest, Illinois, to
serve as acting president. Wilkie had little experience as a school administrator and even less
in an African American educational institution.
His appointment led to protests from those who
thought that The Rev. Peter Hunt, the longtime
African American Dean at Selma, should have
been the Acting President. Hunt eventually was
installed as Acting President, but this proved
the easy part. Setting a course for the school was
more challenging, and that challenge continues
for the school today.
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remember the day I first met Will Herzfeld.
He came strutting down the sidewalk
with a slight swagger, en route to the Peay
Administration Building from Rosa Young
Hall. He was an impressive figure , sporting a big
afro-hairstyle, black suit, clergy shirt, and cuff
links. In 1968, Alabama Lutheran Academy and
College was like an extended family. Students
came to the campus from numerous Missouri
Synod congregations, but principally from

I

and Faith Lutheran Church in Mobile. As
Will scanned familiar faces, he asked Louis
Brogan about his family in Mobile. He shared
with Larry DeRamus information about his
brother, The Rev. David DeRamus, another
Missouri Synod pastor who headed a parish in
Washington, DC. Eventually his eyes came to
rest on me, a stranger. As much as the first four
white students who that year became the first
to enroll at Selma, I was an outsider. Only one

those located in Alabama. Every student was
connected to the school by pastors, teachers,
and parents who had their own associations
with Selma. Will Herzfeld walked the campus
with the familiarity of a tenured professor. He
had an almost encyclopedic memory, and could
call many of the students by their first names.
Will was a member of this family. In many
ways, he represented the history of Lutheranism
in Alabama, and that made him a trustworthy friend and adviser to students and staff.
His roots ran deep in Lutheranism and in the
soil of Alabama. Born in Mobile, Alabama, he
had blood ties to many of the students. The
Herzfeld family were founding members of
Mount Calvary Lutheran Church in Tilden

year earlier, I had been confirmed as a member of a Missouri Synod mission congregation
in Opelousas, Louisiana. We spoke briefly, and
I soon realized that something important had
happened to me that day. I had made a lifelong
connection.
A short time after our meeting in Selma,
I received the first of many phone calls from
Will. The phone calls came regularly through
the years. I dialed his number often. It was the
beginning of a mentorship and friendship that
lasted over thirty years. In 1989, I was invited
by Will to preach at Bethlehem Church in
Oakland, California. I worked long into the
nights on that sermon. Will was not present
when I preached, but I did my very best. A few
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days later, he called me and congratulated me
on the message. He said, "The folks really loved
you. You were persuasive and impressive:' He
playfully said one other thing, "That is the last
time you will ever preach in my pulpit again."
Through the years, Will was supportive. He was
a role model, and I learned by observing and
listening to his words.
I once asked Will, "Where did the name
'Herzfeld' come from?" He paused for a .
moment, smiled and looked me in the eye,
and said, "Herzfeld comes from exactly the
same place that Thomas comes from. They
are both derivative of our slave masters." After
Emancipation, Will explained, "Many freedmen
and freedwomen took the surnames of their former owners as their own:' He pointed out that
there were still white families with the surname
Herzfeld living in central Alabama when he was
rising to maturity.
Will L. Herzfeld, died 9 May 2010 at
Resurrection Medical Center in Chicago, at
the age of sixty-four. He contracted cerebral
malaria, an often-fatal variety of the disease,

while in Africa a month earlier attending the
ordination of the first female Lutheran pastor in
the Central African Republic. At the time of his
death, he was Associate Executive Director for
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America's
global mission division, a position he had held
since 1993. As the church's primary representative overseas, he often traveled to remote areas.
I remember Will Herzfeld today for another
reason. He showed us one of the rarest of modern qualities in our people: he was a free black
man. f

The Rev. Dr. James Thomas is Associate
Professor of Church and Ministry, Director
of African American Ministries, and
North Carolina Lutheran Men in Mission
Professor of Bible and Mission at Lutheran
Theological Southern Seminary.
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Fighting Words?
Free Speech and the Westboro Baptist Church
Frank J. Colucci

R

D PHELPS HAS SUCCEEDED IN ATTRACTING

e media and judicial attention he's long
aved. Yet the temptations to use law to
craft a legal remedy for his targets or to criminalize his offensive spectacles are not just doomed
to failure, they only give him what he wants.
Phelps is founder of the Westboro Baptist
Church, an unaffiliated Kansas sect consisting
mostly of his extended family. The church members have for years appeared near the funerals
of military personnel and public figures, claiming that America is reaping the deserved fruits
of its moral decay, particularly in its acceptance
of homosexuality. (Their website is godhatesfags.com.) The church picketed after the deaths
of Caretta Scott King, Matthew Shepherd, and
Michael Jackson as well as at funerals of those
killed in the attacks on September 11, after
Hurricane Katrina, in the Minneapolis bridge
collapse, and those who have died of AIDS. They
have carried signs and chanted slogans including '1\merica is doomed;' "Priests Rape Boys;'
"Pope in Hell;' and "You're Going to Hell:'
In recent months, Phelps's efforts have
received more visibility. On Veterans Day his
group protested at Arlington Cemetery as
Congress considered repealing the "Don't Ask
Don't Tell" policy regarding gays in the military. In December, his church protested at the
funeral of Elizabeth Edwards, who had long supported legal recognition of same-sex marriage.
And in January 2011, his group planned to travel
to Tucson to protest at the funeral of Christina
Taylor Green-the nine-year-old girl killed in the
attempt to assassinate Rep. Gabrielle Giffordswith signs such as "God Sent the Shooter:'
Phelps-a disbarred lawyer-also had his day
before the US Supreme Court. In October 2010,
the Court heard an appeal brought by the father
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of Lance Cpl. Matthew Snyder, a US Marine
killed in Iraq. In 2005, seven church members
protested in Maryland near the Catholic church
where Snyder's funeral mass was held. The slogans on their signs included "Semper Fi Fags;'
"Thank God for IUDs;' and "Thank God for
Dead Soldiers." Phelps's group protested on public grounds, one thousand feet from the church,
and in places they would likely be seen by the
funeral procession and by television cameras. The
congregants notified local police in advance and
complied with all police directives. There was no
evidence Matthew Snyder was gay. Phelps stated
that the church protested at his funeral simply to
gain media exposure.
Albert Snyder, Matthew's father, was not
aware of the protests at the funeral, but saw
them later that evening on the television. Snyder
then sued Phelps for intentional infliction of
emotional distress and violation of privacy. A
Maryland jury found Phelps's protest "extreme
and outrageous" and "highly offensive to a reasonable person:' It awarded Snyder nearly $11
million, including $8 million in punitive damages. "These are malicious people;' Snyder's
attorney Craig T. Trebilcock commented after
the jury verdict. "These are stone-hearted people.
They were celebrants of Matt Snyder's death."
But a federal appeals court overturned the
verdict against Phelps. "Notwithstanding the distasteful and repugnant nature of the words being
challenged in these proceedings;' it wrote, "we
are constrained to conclude that the Defendants'
signs ... are constitutionally protected:' Snyder
then appealed to the US Supreme Court, which
decided to hear the case. Westboro's oral argument was delivered by Phelps's daughter Margie.
Existing Supreme Court precedent would
leasd the Court to strike down the jury's origi-

nal decision as unconstitutional on at least two
grounds. '"Outrageousness' in the area of political and social discourse;' wrote Chief Justice
William H. Rehnquist in Hustler Magazine v.
Jerry Falwell (1988), "has an inherent subjectiveness about it which would allow a jury to
impose liability on the basis of jurors' tastes or
views, or perhaps on the basis of their dislike of
a particular expression:' In addition, the "highly
offensive to a reasonable person" standard is a
clear violation of the Court's decision in the flag
desecration case Texas v. Johnson (1989). "If
there is a bedrock principle underlying the First
Amendment;' Justice William J. Brennan wrote
in striking down the law against flag desecration, "it is that government may not prohibit
the expression of an idea simply because society
finds the idea itself offensive or disagreeable:'
The jury verdict for Snyder almost certainly will
not stand.
Sensing this avenue for private relief likely
closed, state and federal politicians have sought
other ways to limit Westboro's protests. After
the Snyder funeral, Maryland passed a law prohibiting protests within three hundred feet of
funeral services from an hour before until an
hour after scheduled services. Over the past
decade, many states and the federal government
have passed laws criminalizing picketing near a
funeral. Congress in 2006 passed the "Respect
for Fallen Heroes Act;' creating a similar zone
and time limit around federal cemeteries or
churches holding funerals for military personnel. This January, in emergency session before
Green's funeral in Tucson, Arizona's legislature unanimously passed legislation making
protests in such times and places a Class 1 misdemeanor.
Recent decisions appear to provide more
support for these new laws. The US Supreme
Court has upheld bans on picketing in residential areas, finding an expanded expectation of
privacy in the home. In Hill v. Colorado (2000),
the Court went further when it upheld an ordinance criminalizing efforts to display signs or
to "engage in oral protest, education or counseling" by approaching within eight feet of
anyone in the zone one hundred feet around

the entrance of a health care facility. Colorado's
law was passed in response to pickets at facilities performing abortions, and Justice John Paul
Stevens's majority opinion found a state interest in protecting individuals in "particularly
vulnerable physical and emotional conditions"
from "potential trauma to patients associated
with confrontational protests." In 2007, a federal
appeals court-following the Hill precedentupheld an Ohio funeral protest law similar to
that passed recently by Arizona. The Court
found that the law created a neutral time, place,

The very terms ((protest" and
((picketing" are viewpoint-based.
Under these laws, speech in favor
of the deceased, of the military, or
of government policy would not
be subject to criminal prosecution,
only speech protesting them.

and manner restriction on expression, a restriction intended to preserve dignity at a solemn
occasion. Other federal appeals courts, however, have struck parts of similar funeral protest
laws as violations of free speech.
As natural as it is to sympathize with the
grief of the Snyder family and others facing personal tragedy, we should re-examine the efficacy
and the motivation behind these laws. In practice, they fail to prevent the Westboro protests.
The group generally gathers on public land more
than three hundred feet away from services, but
in areas likely to catch the attention of television cameras. Members often contact local law
enforcement officials in advance to abide by
applicable ordinances as well as to gain advance
publicity.
These laws also raise larger concerns
about free speech for unpopular political and
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social expression. Aside from their practical
effect, these funeral protest laws triggered by
Phelps-as well as the law upheld by the Court
in Hill-raise constitutional problems when
they reach toward political speech on public
property. The very terms "protest" and "picketing" are viewpoint-based. Under these laws,
speech in favor of the deceased, of the military,
or of government policy would not be subject
to criminal prosecution, only speech protesting
them.
Westboro's political beliefs and its choice
of words and venues for expressing them are
unpopular. But as Justice Anthony Kennedy said
in his dissent in Hill, "laws punishing speech
which protests the lawfulness or morality of
the government's own policy are the essence
of the tyrannical power the First Amendment
guards against." Government can still pass laws
prohibiting harassment, trespassing, stalking,
intimidation, battery and offensive touching, or
blocking a road or entrance. It can also limit the
noise level or prevent any disruption of a ceremony in a private house of worship. But there is
no "right to avoid unpopular speech in a public

hand. Private groups such as the Patriot Honor
Guard, gay rights organizations, and the Hells
Angels motorcycle gang have attended these
funerals to serve as physical buffers so that signs
are blocked from the view of grieving families.
In Arizona, local media bought off Westboro: in
exchange for not protesting at Christina Green's
funeral, members of Phelps's family appeared
on a Tucson radio station and participated in
a debate on a nationally syndicated program.
Media coverage of late has de-emphasized the
shock value of the protest signs; it has focused
instead on the larger number of counter-protesters and on those who came to respect and
commemorate the life of the deceased.
Passing additional laws aimed at the antics
of Westboro Baptist Church and Fred Phelps
serves only to give them more visibility. Their
right to protest and to offend is the very same
freedom others have to mock, to ignore, to
mourn, and to celebrate. ·~

forum:'

The more effective responses to Phelps have
come not through the courts, but through the
actions of individual citizens. Upon hearing of
Phelps's plans to attend the Edwards funeral,
dozens of counter-protesters assembled and sang
Christmas carols. They far outnumbered the
seven members of Phelps's church who were on
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The Disappointed Generation
Paul Gregory Alms

M

Y FATHER BELIEVED IN HIS COUNTRY,

his company, and his church. Born
in 1940, he was just the right age to
revel in American strength. He missed the Great
Depression but rode the wave of American economic vitality. Nourished on stories of the Second
World War, he saw his country as powerful and
good. As he reached adulthood, Protestant
denominations, such as his own Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, were growing quickly
and easily. His was a generation of faith in the
rightness of the causes that filled their life.
Within a year of graduating from high
school, my father went to work for the BF
Goodrich tire company. He spent almost the
rest of his life working there. He was a "company
man;' embodying a belief in the rightness of
American business. He did not just work for BF
Goodrich; he believed in BF Goodrich, and he
had good reason for his trust. At BF Goodrich,
he had parlayed a high school education into
a lifelong career. More than that, the company
had given him a purpose. It gave him a mission:
to work hard, to succeed, and to be a part of an
important common enterprise.
Work was more than a job for men like my
father. It was tied to ideas of self and citizenship and purpose. Work was a sort of national
sacrament. What you "did for a living" was tied
up with deep notions that touched religion and
identity and citizenship. Your small part in one
not very big company was a part of the grand
project of the American dream. Jobs were sacred
obligations. Beyond the paycheck it produced,
a job provided a connection to the noble idea
called America that existed concretely in the
workplace.
That American dream was central to my
father's sense of himself. He believed in the

specialness of his country. America was good,
morally right in her ideas and in her way of
life. Individual politicians or policies may have
been corrupt or evil, but America as America
was righteous, a tool in God's hand for good
in the world, a nation of might and power that
triumphed over evil. He believed that America's
triumph was a necessary part of what it meant to
be America. America had to win her wars and
her struggles with enemies, internal and external. Because America was good and right and
guided by God, America was synonymous with
success and vitality.
In addition to his devotion to his company
and country, my father was equally convinced of
the rightness of his church. He was a Lutheran.
Not just any Lutheran, he was a "Missouri Synod"
Lutheran. The LCMS was a conservative, immigrant church that had always insisted on strictly
defending its doctrines and practice. He believed
in "the Synod": in her doctrines, traditions, and
history. He believed that they were right. To my
father, the LCMS was not just his church but the
correct church. The Synod had a mission, and,
by extension, so did he: to preserve and extend
the LCMS.
My father, and men like him, were men of
faith, shaped by loyalty to company, country, and
church. Theirs was not a "greatest generation"
who were called on to sacrifice their lives on the
foreign shores of Europe or Korea or Vietnam.
They gave their lives in the office and the sanctuary and the voting booth. These places all shared
a great symmetry of purpose which framed their
lives. That larger purpose took concrete shape in
the buildings where they worshipped, worked,
and voted. It was not an ethereal, world-fleeing
ethos. It was the fabric of how they spent their
time. The days and weeks and years they spent
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meant something beyond paychecks and possessions. They were Christian Americans who
worked for a living in the greatest country that
had ever been. Church and country and company all blended into a way oflife that was sacred
and special.
But if my father and his friends were men
of faith, they were also men of disappointment.
By the 1970s and 1980s my father watched the
objects of his faith dissolve. The basis of his

My father gave himself over to
his passionate beliefs and was
disappointed, at times bitterly so.
Better, the lesson seems to be, not
to trust oneself to such
fallible institutions.

vocational, civic, and spiritual attachments fractured and collapsed. One by one, everything he
held to be most holy and essential to his way of
life slipped away and changed shape, so much so
that he could no longer recognize it.
As the 1970s dragged on and the 1980s
dawned, the idea of the American company my
father knew went away. My father never called
BF Goodrich a "corporation:' It was always the
BF Goodrich "company;' a more manageable,
sociable word. "Company" implies fellowship
and a sharing of time. A "corporation" is none
of those things. He worked for the BF Goodrich
tire company until it ceased to exist, except as
a brand name. The company was eventually
gobbled up by Michelin, an international French
conglomerate. Not only did my father no longer work for a company, he didn't even work for
Americans. In his last few working years, the
tire business discouraged and bewildered him.
Gone were the emphases on loyalty and hard
work that went along with the pursuit of profits. They were replaced, in my father's view, by
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an impersonal drive to cut costs and improve
the bottom line. To be clear, my father was not
against profits. He saw capitalism and making
money as part of the sacred American enterprise. But the human element had disappeared;
the giant distant corporation demanded profits. The American company had ceased to exist,
and, with it, the mission it had given him. There
was no higher calling to do what he was doing.
Driving up stock prices is not the same as taking
part in the great American economic City on a
Hill. There was no special calling to believe in.
He was forced to take an early retirement.
His faith in his country took a similar beating. The righteous and powerful America of the
Second World War and the Cold War turned
slowly into the nation of a lost war in Vietnam,
protests, Watergate, economic doldrums, and
impotence. I remember the night in 1980 when
US helicopters crashed in the Iranian desert on
the way to rescue hostages. It seems a minor
incident, compared with other more significant failures of those decades, yet it devastated
my father. He could not understand how the
righteous America that had defeated Hitler and
held the Soviet Union at bay could not manage
to avoid humiliation by a bunch of Muslim students. His frustration was more existential than
political. His country, which had once been both
victorious and morally good, was no longer
either. He had believed in the divine specialness of America, and now there was very little in
which to trust.
The straw that broke the back of my father's
multi-faceted faith was the failure of his church
body. The same cultural pressures that bent
America in the 1960s and 1970s pressed hard
on the LCMS. As the synod became more and
more Americanized, it absorbed the diversity
and divisiveness of the culture. The monolithic
Missouri Synod, where all believed, worshipped,
and acted in common, slowly went away. A
great battle over the inerrancy of the Bible came
to stand for many of these changes and tore
through the denomination in the 1970s. Many
left the Synod, and many of those who remained
were embittered and suspicious. My father was
thankful the Synod remained faithful to its his-

------------------------~ ~---------,--
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toric position that the Bible was free of error. Yet
in the aftermath of that great struggle, congregations continued to go their own ways in matters
of belief, worship, and practice and became more
and more splintered. For my father, this was heresy. The Synod, in order to be the Synod, had to
be of one mind. My father quit going to church
for a number of years in the 1980s because the
local LCMS congregation to which he belonged
was using a non- LCMS hymnal and embracing
practices that were unknown in the LCMS of his
youth. The smaller issues revealed larger ones.
His synod had ceased to exist.
It is easy to draw cynical lessons from the
story of men like my father. He gave himself over
to his passionate beliefs and was disappointed,
at times bitterly so. Better, the lesson seems to
be, not to trust oneself to such fallible institutions. These are lessons that many of my own
generation seem to have absorbed and now take
for granted. It is a credo of distance and safety.
Keep allegiances at arm's length. Work, but do
not give yourself over to any one job. My peers
are loyal to their careers, but not their companies. A job is meant to pay off in paychecks and
stature. Whatever mission there is can be found
in volunteering or in charity, but not in the work
itself. Membership in a single local religious congregation is rare, and loyalty to a denomination
or national structure is almost unheard of. Mine
is the generation of "spiritual but not religious."

Whatever spiritual passion exists is mostly individualistic and interior. We are loyal to our own
search for God, not to a fellowship, pledged and
bound together. The same goes for commitment
to country. There is a generic sort of patriotism,
but it does not amount to much. My friends seem
to know that love of one's country is a virtue, but
.do not feel that love deeply. They take off their
hat at baseball games and give standing ovations
to soldiers, but do not lie awake at night worrying about the fate of America.
I am of my own generation, not my father's.
I do not share his burning faith in fallible things
such as synods or nations or companies. But I
wonder if I am the less for it. My father's attachments disappointed him, embittered him, but
also enlivened him. His passions moved him
to love and to wager his energy on things that
mattered. In contrast, hedging one's bets when it
comes to pledging allegiance appears secure but
small and cowardly. It seems my generation has
something to learn from his. f

Paul Gregory Alms is pastor of Redeemer
Lutheran Church in Catawba, North
Carolina.
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Stammering George the Sixth
The King's Speech
Charles Andrews

( ( T HREE KINGS IN ONE YEAR" IS THE

chapter heading for 1936 in The Long
Week-End, Robert Graves and Alan
Hodge's social history of Great Britain for the years
between the wars. Still one of the most insightful
and readable accounts of those years, Graves and
Hodge's 1941 study mentions only in passing the
central conceit of Tom Hooper's new film: "...the
King made a broadcast speech, in which he dedicated himself to National Service. It was noted
with relief that his voice, though hesitant, carried
well and that he only showed one slight trace of a
stammer" (357). The King's Speech is a backstage
view of royal life and particularly of the Duke of
York's (Colin Firth) arduous preparations for his
reign. King George V (Michael Gambon) died
in January 1936, leaving the throne to the charismatic but feckless Edward VIII (Guy Pearce)
who abdicated eleven months later. Against his
own wishes, the younger brother became King
George VI on the eve of World War Two and,
more importantly for the film , in an era of mass
communication when royalty were no longer
distant figures but voices broadcast into their subjects' living rooms.
Speaking of a "behind the scenes" look at
this historical moment seems particularly apt
given that the film functions at one level as a
film about theater-political theater staged with
the highest stakes as the world collapses into
global warfare. Like Mike Leigh's Topsy- Turvy
(1999) which used the stormy partnership of
Gilbert and Sullivan as an entry point into social
dynamics of the nineteenth century British stage,
Hooper's film focuses on the personal triumph
of King George's speech therapy and the richyet-trying friendship with his therapist Lionel
Logue (Geoffrey Rush). Around the edges of
this central relationship is the rise of Hitler, the
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maneuvering of Churchill, and the transition
from Stanley Baldwin to Neville Chamberlain as
Prime Minister. The tension in the film is largely
produced by the King's rehearsals for major public performances-his coronation and his first
radio broadcast about the war. Colin Firth fills
these rehearsals with self-hating grimaces and
delivers each line as though ripping through
taciturnity. His portrayal of the King is modeled
on the restraint of his breakout role as Mr. Darcy
in the BBC's Pride and Prejudice, though without
the damp-shirted virility that propelled him to
stardom. Instead, we have a fine actor playing a
bad one.
Playing his role as the King, the second son
of George V, Firth's character fears his subjects'
scorn while accepting his fate as their figurehead
and national emblem. Looking and sounding
the part of monarch is essential to reassuring the
public and to retaining the dwindling power of
the monarchy. Pretending to have power is the
fate of modern British royalty, and in the modern
technological era the voice is paramount in this
pretense.
Today, new communication technologies
such as television and the Internet allow unprecedented access to the up-to-the-second thoughts
of public (and private) figures, but The King's
Speech looks back with a kind of wistfulness to
the age of the wireless and the newsreel camera
as an analogue to our contemporary scene. The
Archbishop (Derek Jacobi) notes that mass media
is a Pandora's box that cannot be closed, and we,
along with George VI, must agree. Twitter feeds,
Facebook walls, and YouTube's viral videos all
seem an extension of Pandora's furies, and thus
we sympathize with the new King who is asked
to do what his grandfather never would have. But
we also see an era when the politician has much

more control over his self-presentation. In a few
public appearances, he must act braver than and
more eloquent than he really is, but those times
are limited and brief.
The film makes much of King George's
troubles with the wireless as a special case. He
alone seems flustered by the technology, unlike
his father and brother who melodiously intone
their speeches. But the reality is that many people struggled to adapt to these new modes of
communication. At King George VI's actual coronation, public attention focused less on the new
king's performance than on the
BBC commentator who fell into
incoherence while describing the
ceremonial sailing of the King's
Fleet: "Now the whole ruddy
Fleet is gone ... Nothing between
me but sea and sky... Nothing
between me but sea and sky... :'
The BBC dodged the incident by
reporting the following day that
the commentary had been "unsatisfactorY:'
The King's Speech depicts
political theater, but what exactly
are the film's politics? Perhaps its
neatest trick is the way it generates
sympathy and even pity for some of the world's
most privileged people. Logue's methods include
a dash of psychoanalysis which the royal family
denounces as "getting personal;' but, following
the conventions of popular narrative cinema, the
King's condition improves as his defense against
personal revelation weakens. Not merely a physical ailment, the stammer seemingly arises from
an overbearing father and the cruel discipline
of a nanny. This aspect of the film may be its
flimsiest, a motivation drawn from Hollywood's
creakiest chest of dusty Freudianism. There is
a kind of political obsequiousness in treating
so seriously (and flat-footedly) the sad childhood of royalty. Absent is the breezy, cheerful
irony of Alan Bennett's novella The Un common
Reader (2007) which imagines an aged Queen
Elizabeth II struggling with the public shame of
growing erudite. Without condemning or simply mocking the royal family, Bennett manages

to generate sympathy while retaining a skeptical
eye toward the trials of maintaining a public persona and persisting in his leftist populism.
But the film's emotional core and its most
engaging political content is the friendship
between Lionel Logue and the King (called, after
a tussle with nicknames, "Bertie"). So few films
manage to depict friendships among adult men.
Rio Bravo (1959) is in a class by itself in many
ways, but the most impressive aspect of that film
is the warmth and complexity seen in the several
generations of men whose friendships deepen

throughout their ordeal. Today's go-to genre for
male bonding is the "bromance" popularized by
Judd Apatow (Superbad, Funny People, etc.) as
an extension of the overgrown man-child comedies of Adam Sandler. This genre, whose charms
depend on how hilarious you find unemployed
men in their thirties sucking bongs and drifting through gay panic, seems to be the best that
current Hollywood can do to represent homosociality. In this shadow, The King's Speech casts a
refreshing light by showing two happily married,
middle-aged men with children growing emotionally close through a shared project despite
their radical differences in class, status, and even
nationality. A recurring theme in the film is that
Logue's Australian heritage makes him unfit for
British society. At an audition for Richard III, a
casting director tells Logue that he doesn't think
their play needs a king "from the colonies:' And
there is concern that elocution lessons from an
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Australian will lead to a rustic accent. Lionel and
Bertie's hard-earned intimacy gives the film its
dramatic force, its emotional sensibility, and its
political nuance-a remarkable feat in the absence
of other models.
Comedian Eddie Izzard has observed that
British cinema often suffers from making unambitiously small films with scenes of stuffy elites
haltingly entering rooms, restraining their
speech, and proceeding to arrange matchsticks.
This, quips Izzard, does not sell popcorn. The
King's Speech certainly flirts with becoming an
"arranging matchsticks" film full of gaps, silences,
hesitations, and subtle performances of understated drama. And yet, the way it conveys stage
fright, the sweep of history, and the compas-

sian of two men elevates it above any small film
morass. The strident eloquence of Hitler, which
acts as a counterpoint to King George's petrified
stammer, provides a sinister undercurrent. In the
end, stern British stick-to-itiveness prevails, and
viewers may leave a bit more concerned for their
leaders despite their privilege. In our modern
technocracy, it is refreshing to be reminded that
two people sharing faith and fate might transcend
the anomie of their day. ;-

Charles Andrews is Assistant Professor of
English at Whitworth University.

SAVING FACE
When you're so poor
You only have one face
To wear out in the world,
You hope yours pleases.
(Looks like I slept in mine
Last night-see all the creases!)
And though we rinse it in
The morning light,
Who has the time
To scrub off the remains
Of each disgrace,
Or mend the tears?
With face uplifted,
We wear it with its stains
And face our fears.

Charles Strietelmeier
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The Vow and Vocation of Bob Dylan
David Masciotra
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album that music writers often call his
"last religious album;' Bob Dylan said to
an interviewer that ", .. those who care where Bob
Dylan is at, they should listen to 'Shot of Love.'
It's my most perfect song. It defines where I am
spiritually, musically, romantically and whatever
else. It shows where my sympathies lie. It's all
there in that one song.''
The lines that make the fourth verse of the
song (quoted right), demonstrate how the song
defined Dylan's spirituality, and also reveal the
legend's peculiar and particular brand of morality-where his "sympathies lie.'' The verse is
unabashedly angry, unapologetically contemptuous, and unromantically hopeful. Self-important
members of the media assume this to be an allegory about Dylan's distaste for journalists, but
the stakes of"Shot of Love" are much too highsoaring, if we are to believe Dylan- to believe
that Dylan is wrestling with murderous desires
against members of the press. Before and after
the release of the album Shot of Love (1981) ,
Dylan treated the media as a bothersome, but
ultimately insignificant, nuisance. He admits to
lying to them throughout his career and has concealed himself from the public eye for decades,
only rarely meeting it face to face from underneath his cowboy hat. The towering enemies and
heroic allies in "Shot of Love" cast a monstrous
shadow that leaves cabals discolored and disinvited. "Shot of Love" is about one gifted artist's
and one impenetrably deep human being's battle
to overcome the limitations, corruptions, and
viruses of the material world by crawling, inch
by inch, into a spiritual world. The effort, no
matter how valiant, is always difficult because
Dylan, like the rest of us mortals, lives in a material world-the world that inevitably murders

goodhearted people's fathers and idols, rapes
innocence, corrupts purity, and intimidates
most people into submission. The chorus's cry"I need a shot of love!"-which is powerfully
emphasized by a small gospel choir and sung
brilliantly by a ferocious Dylan, is the endorsement of an unlikely source of hope: a combative
spirituality that measures up the flawed world

Why would I want to take your life?
You've only murdered my father, raped his wife
Tattooed my babies with a poison pen
Mocked my God, humiliated my friends
I need a shot of love!
Bob Dylan, "Shot ofLove;' 1981.

and, rather than kowtowing for participation or
plotting retaliation, seeks to separate.
The separation is not one of presenceDylan hasn't exactly dropped out of the world
like a reclusive songwriter drowning in obscurity-it is one of priorities. Love, vocation, and
integrity matter more than social acceptance,
fleshly delight, or pecuniary gain. The inspiration in "Shot of Love" is not Jesus Christ himself,
but those around him: "What I got ain't painful.
It's just bound to kill me dead-Like the men
who followed Jesus when they put a price upon
his head.'' The lyrics elevate men who risked not
only their reputation and livelihoods, but also
Lent 2011

37

their actual lives in service of Christ's salvific
ministry to the poor, sick, and subjugated, to the
status of exemplary, existential heroes in a fallen
world that produces conformity and capitulation.
"Shot of Love" rejects the sedatives of the world
(whiskey, heroin, "picture show;' "book to read")
fully to embrace the sedatives of the spirit.
Novelist Brian Morton created a character called Sally Burke, who is identified by
another
character
as a "Dylanist:' The
Dylanist is the novel's
title, and the label is
defined as someone
who "doesn't believe in
causes .. . only believes
in feelings:' Morton's
"Dylanist" concept is
provocative, but "feelings" is a rather weak
word to describe what
Dylan's moral vision
captures, even if it is
true that since the late
1960s he has distanced
himself from political movements and
only rarely publicly
supported social or
civic causes. The work
of Bob Dylan isn't as
much political or social
as it is philosophical
and spiritual. Philosophy interprets and understands the world-its conditions, its problems,
and their solutions-while spirituality provides
individuals with means to examine their own
finite purposes in a troubled world, translate
that examination into transcendent, vocational,
and ethical experience, and then collectively
rally with the likeminded. Philosophy identifies;
spirituality replies.
Dylan's
entire
philosophical-spiritual
approach is apparent throughout Shot of Love,
as is his approach to interacting with the world.
The title track functions as a rock-meets-gospel
thesis statement, while later songs draw out its
major themes. "Property of Jesus" describes
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a man who "won't pay tribute to the king that
you serve" or "increase his wealth at someone's
expense;' because he belongs to Jesus. Those who
mock him, listeners are told, have "something
better"-"a heart of stone:' "Watered-Down
Love" takes its inspiration from 1 Corinthians 13
by reflecting on the power of love to transcend
and transform the worldly condition of manipulation and exploitation: "Love that's pure, it don't
make no false claims/
Intercedes for you
'stead of casting you
blame/Will not deceive
you or lead you into
transgression. . . Love
that's pure hopes all
things:' "The Groom's
Still Waiting at the
Altar" and "Trouble"
depict a dystopian
world of war, oppression, and deceit that
isn't entirely foreign
to anyone who has
spent any time alive,
while "Every Grain of
Sand" acknowledges
the mortality and lack
of control that burdens every individual,
which makes surrendering to the higher
will and calling of God
all the more important.
Shot ofLove combined overtly Christian songs
("Every Grain of Sand;' "Property of Jesus") with
more secular material that was vaguely spiritual
("Lenny Bruce;' "Heart of Mine") to philosophically brilliant and musically powerful effect. It
followed his two entirely Christian albums, 1979's
Slow Train Coming and 1980's Saved. Due to its
secular-spiritual mixture, critics look at it as the
"last" religious album-an interpretation they
feel is strengthened by the fact that since Shot
of Love, Dylan has not released any new overtly
Christian material. Rock critics' excitement at
the prospect that Dylan may no longer be a religious person provides a useful insight into how

uncomfortable educated circles in American culture are with uncompromising moral expression.
The truth about Dylan, unsurprisingly, seems to
be the opposite of how the critics would have
it. Dylan's albums from 1983 (Infidels) to 2008
(Together Through Life) demonstrate a commitment not only to giving no holds barred moral
commentary on modernity and humanity, but
also to a steadfast religious sensibility, which
does not equivocate or negotiate.
Following Dylan's Christian conversion in
the late 1970s, he released two evangelical albums
and Shot of Love, regularly gave testimony from
the stage, and publicly embraced fundamentalist
beliefs, such as the Rapture. Musically, the trilogy is some of Dylan's best work, and the lyrical
content is almost always intellectually compelling and soul stirring. Despite the inevitable
queasiness that results when one hears clips of
Dylan predicting apocalyptic events from the
stage in 1980, that time period represents Dylan
nearly at his creative best. Even militant atheist
Christopher Hitchens called Slow Train Coming,
"Dylan at his most beautiful:' It also represents
Dylan at an important turning point in his career,
one that cannot be simplified into a story about a
conversion and subsequent lapse of faith.
It is the moment in which Dylan develops
a vocabulary, viewpoint, and, most importantly,
vision for understanding and engaging the world.
It is not merely spirituality, but Christianity. An
eschatological Christianity provides the best lens

through which to view Dylan's moral commentary over the latest three decades of his storied
career. "Shot of Love" says it all and its detachment from the material world and retreat into a
spiritual world still plays out in the ballads, boogie, and blues of Dylan up until the present.
Bob Dylan continues to speak clearly about
"where his sympathies lie" during his rare interviews. In a little known discussion with a Scottish
newspaper, he continued the tradition of testimony ("Bob Dylan: The Interview;' The Big Issue,
27 November 2009). When a reporter commented on his Christmas album by saying, "You
deliver many of the songs-especially '0 Little
Town of Bethlehem' -like a true believer;' Dylan
responded simply, "I am a true believer:' ;-

David Masciotra is the author of Working

On a Dream: The Progressive Political
Vision of Bruce Springsteen (Continuum
Books, 201 0). This column is an excerpt
from his ongoing study of the music of Bob
Dylan. For more information visit www.
davidmasciotra.com.
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THREE MEDITATIONS IN LENT
ASH WEDNESDAY
Unwinged and smeared with nature we
Pull the cloth of Lent around our bones,
And consign our flesh to wait:
This is the season of orphans and the stripped,
Season of consequences, season of Abraham,
Day in, day out leading Isaac up,
Hand in hand, the mountainside, up to
The altar. Every day, the same journey,
Every day the same instruction.
God, lay me simple down,
And open me alive.
I'll drip down your arms,
Bright and warm as sin you've washed your hands in
So angels say they saw only a butcher or a surgeon
Red to the elbows in the stink of his work.
This is the physical world. This is the place of seasons,
The rounding, fist-sized darkness
Into which everything we understand of light
Enters, gathers, breaks forth, speaks love, asks for love
Curses, weeps blood, dies, returns to darkness.
This is the season of consent, of accusation.
I rest my back against the wooden pew; I lay my head
Down on my arms, crossed at the wrists on the wooden pew;
I stand and walk the floor of wooden squares, toward the wooden altar;
I kneel on the wooden rail, in the building held up
By the wooden pillars, roofed on planks of creaking wood;
I raise my forehead toward the mark-ashes of palm and of wood. We
Have covered the crosses for the season:
We shall not be called outward toward other crosses these 40 days.
Who have I laid across my own altars?
What rises from the burning chokes the ground it rises from.

I!
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MAUNDY THURSDAY
We eat. We are washed as though
We were travelers through a dry land
And must protect our feet from grinding against the roads on which we walkFrom the clinging dirt grinding the skin of our feet:
All water crosses here-bowls, pitchers, towels, the devout
More naked in this place, with their feet uncovered and held
Than in any dream or any room into which they go unclothed.
All water crosses here where we are washed,

In abundance like the depths, streams out of the rocks,
Streams you have dreamed paving the floor of a rough cell
Where you lay yourself down in the moving water and
This is prayer.
We wash our feet to the bones, wade out
With the name of the Lord scrubbed into the soles:
A promise unwashable as Jephthah's

"I will kill the first thing across my threshold
If I have victory." Do this. The hour washes toward us. In preparation
We wash our own hands in Pilate's bowl

As water wears away stones.

.......... j
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HOLY SATURDAY
With the day no longer vigil
And the sky no longer confusionHe is certain flesh, certain in the tombWe busy our hands with flower knives,
With flowers enough to wake the dead,
With the churching of flowers.
We slash the stems to make them drink,
Stand them one against another, vein-deep
In whatever false earth holds them up to us,
Unfallen petals open to the breaking dawn,
The incense and the spices of the buried flesh.
Lilies splayed like hands or stars, and baby's breath,
Carnations on their brittle stems,
All bloom and die and bloom for usWe've gathered them to mark the gift we took the day before.
Create in me a heart unfurling and as delicate as petals.
Create in me a green heart, startling and startled as the first leaves.
This is the bearable day
Between flesh and intention.
Our hands have turned from death to decoration.
This is the day we are given to preparation,
We are cutting the dead stock away from the branch
That it will sprout again, that its tender shoots will not cease
Though its root may grow old in the earth,
So will I fall away, so will I die, so will I hand back the gift again,
Again, again, so will I die down to my human root. So will
The season turn again to ash and altars.
What blossoms from the root consumes the ground it blossoms from.

Devon Miller-Duggan
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Chasing the Dead
Finding the Truth in Historical Fiction
Matthew LaBarbera

F

ILM DIRECTOR DAVID FINCHER AND WRITER

Aaron Sorkin were recently discussing
their latest film in a roundtable format for
Time Magazine (23 September 2010). The Social
Network, released in the fall of 2010, tells the
story of Mark Zuckerberg, a twenty-six year old
who became the world's youngest billionaire after
founding the hugely popular social networking
website, Facebook.
Fincher and Sorkin refer to two separate yet
closely related entities: Mark Zuckerberg and
"the Mark Zuckerberg character:' When speaking about Mark Zuckerberg, they talk about the
actual human being with whom, if you were in
the right position, you yourself might interact.
Sorkin says, "[the producer] made as aggressive
an effort as you can make to get the cooperation
of Mark [Zuckerberg] and of Facebook:' Sorkin
is speaking here about the actions of the producer toward the living, breathing person, Mark
Zuckerberg.
Then there is "the Mark Zuckerberg character;' the facsimile of the real Zuckerberg that
Fincher and Sorkin created for their film. This
representation is meant in every way to be Mark
Zuckerberg, and yet he is purposely not Mark
Zuckerberg. Fincher touches on this contradiction
in the roundtable when he discusses the casting
of the actor Jesse Eisenberg for the role in the
film. He says, "I got a clip from Jesse's manager
of him doing the first scene in the film, and ... I
mean, it's not Mark Zuckerberg. Mark Zuckerberg
in none of the file footage that I've found talks
anywhere near that fast or has that kind of facility. But it was the perfect representation of the
character" (emphasis added). Here, Fincher is
speaking of the fictionalized creation, claiming
that Eisenberg's portrayal is more accurate by
being inaccurate, because rather than trying to

be Mark Zuckerberg, he is trying to be "the Mark
Zuckerberg character;' as imagined by Fincher
and Sorkin for their film.
The absurdity of this situation is thrown into
relief by the film's being contemporary to its subject. This kind of fictionalizing is something that
happens all the time in the arts. We fictionalize
real human beings, using their lives and their
actions as vehicle for a narrative, for an idea, or
a message; but the oddity of this process is most
obvious when the subject is recent. Try to imagine
a film about your life being made for worldwide
consumption. The makers of this film do not
know you and have never met you; however, they
have read court records about a recent legal dispute you had and have watched some footage of
attempts at public speaking that you made at age
twenty. Then, to finish it off, they say they created
a fictional version of you that better represents
what you are than you yourself do. You might feel
like Mark Zuckerberg, who commented, "I just
wished that nobody made a movie of me while I
was still alive" (Quoted in "Zuckerberg in the Hot
Seat at DB;' http://news.cnet.com, 2 June 2010).
This test of empathy is not meant as an attack
on one specific film or even on the genre of historical fiction in general, but as an invitation to
think more carefully about these types of stories.
Their strangeness is most obvious when the project is focused on the contemporary world, but
the same problem exists in fictionalizations of
the more distant past. The one thing that good
historical fiction must do is the one thing that
we should be most wary of, that is, conflating
the fictionalization created for the story with the
actual human being. This conflation is part of the
appeal of the genre. We want to feel that we have
an intimate, personal knowledge of the most
influential people in world history, and we also
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want this knowledge to be correct. If the fictionalization is drawn too harshly or too kindly, this
intimacy is spoiled, because the perceived inaccuracy inhibits our ability to conflate the actual
with the fictionalized. We want to be fooled.
This process of fictionalization and conflation
is seen in Hilary Mantel's excellent novel, Wolf Hall.
The book focuses on the events surrounding the
reign of King Henry VIII of England, the monarch
who married six wives, had two of them executed, and in the process managed to separate the
Church of England from the Catholic Church and
further the spread of the
Reformation. The characters and basic story will be
familiar to anyone who has
seen any of the numerous
other artistic adaptations
on these events, whether
it is Shakespeare's Henry
VIII, the Showtime television series The Tudors,
or the Robert Bolt play

Man for All Seasons, Cromwell is a great villain,

a pudgy bureaucrat who intimidates and lies to
get Henry his coveted divorce from Katherine of
Aragon.
Conversely, in Mantel's telling Thomas More,
the scholar and Catholic saint, is a zealot, quick
to send those he deems heretics to the torture
chambers, and personally distant from most of
his unhappy family. This too is a radical departure from the Thomas More in A Man for All
Seasons. In that telling, More is a loving family
man who grudgingly accepts a "heretic" courting
his beloved daughter with
little more than a disapproving scowl. Mantel's
More would have had
him on the rack.
Yet, in the novel
Mantel is meticulous
about accepted historical facts-about dates,
titles, and the structure
of English society at the
time. Does this mean
A Man for All Seasons
her telling is definitive?
(which later became an
Of course not, because
Academy Award-winning
film) . Each character in
it is still a fiction. It sucMantel's novel is portrayed
ceeds vividly in painting
quite differently than in
the picture of life at that
time, but it does so by
other works, although the
author keeps the basic,
providing details that
no historian could ever
well-known facts unalknow. We know that as
tered.
In Mantel's telling, the
Thomas More awaited
Published
in
the
US
by
Henry
Holt
and
Co,
2009.
protagonist of the age was
execution in the Tower
of London Cromwell
Thomas Cromwell, a former servant to Cardinal Wolsey who rose to great
visited him there, but we can never know what
influence at Henry's court. Anyone who reads
words passed between them.
Mantel's work could be forgiven for being a bit
Showtime's The Tudors has been especially
envious of her Cromwell character. He is intimifree with altering historical facts for the purposes
of its narrative, yet the show's inaccuracies are
dating in demeanor, but an enlightened husband
and father. He is wealthy, fashionable, a great
ultimately beside the point. Even if every element of The Tudors were presented to the best
persuader, and attractive to almost every female
character in the novel. All this despite being born
of our historical knowledge, it could not actually
into the lower class in a society obsessed with
give us what it claims to, a glimpse into the hearts
social hierarchy. It is a credit to Mantel's writof these men and women who lived so long ago.
ing that such a glowing portrayal can even seem
Historical fiction appears to give us a clear vision
real to us. Yet, in other accounts, such as Bolt's A
of the past, but it cannot really do so. No matter
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how precise the prose or how inspired the acting,
pretend that we aren't talking to ourselves.
The worst historical fiction is nothing more
it is only the fictionalization that is really clear.
than a fantasy where we wish that the lionized figWe still see reality as St. Paul did, through a glass,
darkly.
ures of the past would say what we want to hear.
Historical fiction is most compelling when
The very best historical fiction, such as Mantel's
Wolf Hall, Bolt's A Man for All Seasons, and The
we allow ourselves to lose sight of the actual in
favor of the created. Fiction of this type resonates
Social Network, uses the past as a common touchwith us, precisely because of its connection to
stone to illuminate realities about ourselves. Yet
no matter how well it uses the past, it still sheds
the actual. We want to see the past the way God
more light on our own lives than on the lives of
sees it, perfectly aware of every word and motivation, when, of course, this is not possible. In
those who came before. We create the stories, and
another interview, Aaron Sorkin,
the writer of The Social Network,
said, "... fundamentally, you could
Fiction of this type resonates with us, precisely
tell the same story about the
invention of a really good toaster"
because of its connection to the actual. We
("Inventing Facebook;' New York
Magazine, 17 September 2010).
want to see the past the way God sees it,
Fundamentally, you could, but, of
course, he didn't. Sorkin underperfectly aware of every word and motivation,
stood the power of connecting his
when, of course, this is not possible.
story of invention and betrayal to
actual events. The narrative in the
public mind about this recent history was a rich source of details
whether they pander to us or challenge us, they
and symbols that allowed Sorkin to write a much
more interesting screenplay than he ever could
cannot help but misuse the legacies of the real
people who lived the lives that would become our
have from pure imagination.
narratives. The dead cannot object to such use,
If historical fiction is not giving us an account
of reality, what is it giving us? Mantel offers her
but the living often find it intolerable. 1"
own thoughts through one of her Cromwell character's internal monologues. She writes, "It's the
living that turn and chase the dead. The long
bones and skulls are tumbled from their shrouds,
and words like stones thrust into their rattling
mouths: we edit their writings, we rewrite their
Matthew LaBarbera graduated from
lives" (531). Historical fiction is the gift that we
Valparaiso University in 2009. He currently
give ourselves. We are both the playwright and
resides in St. Charles, Illinois.
the audience, and we use the veneer of the past to
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MEDITATION ON HOLINESS
On this Good Friday,
Purim, first day of the Vernal
Equinox, Worm Moon Day all
wrapped into one, Mother
Teresa's words weigh on the mind:
Holiness no luxury for the few
... obligation for all.
This point of equal balance,
light and dark, oleander scenting
the garden, Father of flowers having
scattered them and nasturtium all
around-my little patch of earth
transformed into holy ground,
I want to oblige: be like Esther
pleading for her people, petition China
to free Tibet; be like oleander spreading
the sweet scent of hope in life after death,
enlivening this Arabian desert with color,
offering sustenance to the hungry;
this Worm Moon Day, to pray
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for the soil as farmers toil to cut furrows,
run ploughshares, sow seed; this
Good Friday, to rest on the soil's rich
realm, marvel yet again how death has
nurtured new life. Surely no sainttoo full of doubt, afraid still every year
to let the world die so it can rise
yet again-still, in my desert,
I sing the Earth, give thanks for yet
another rebirth, follow the dragonflies
with their gleaming, large-pupiled eyesleave behind all my vain-glorious pursuits
to take on their humble task: poised
flame-bright, unwavering, on the tip
of a yellow-green pond weed offering
thanks for sun, pond, bull thistleholiness accrued to me only as I
acknowledge I am creation's clay,
made of feldspar, scoured by dust -laden,
spirit -driven winds.

Diana Woodcock

J
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Dogs Outside?
Chris Matthis

A

FEW

MONTHS

AGO

DURING

SUNDAY

morning worship, I received the answer
to one of the age-old theological questions that pulls at the heartstrings of young
children and elderly widows alike: Do all dogs
go to heaven? After mentioning the blessed
saints entering the heavenly Jerusalem, our
reading from Revelation stated, "Outside are the
dogs ..." (22:15). Despite the insistence of Don
Bluth's 1989 film, All Dogs Go to Heaven (one
of my childhood favorites), it would appear the
answer from John's Apocalypse is "No." And
yet I am not satisfied by this answer-even if a
misinterpretation of the eternal destiny of man's
best friend made me chuckle.
People love their pets and do not want to
be parted from them. Hurricane Katrina made
that abundantly obvious when people refused
to evacuate flood zones for fear of abandoning their four-legged family members. In an era
when special blessings for canine companions
and feline friends are offered in many churches,
we should not be surprised that people want .
their pets to be with them in heaven.
Last summer my sister Melissa's cat Stoli died,
and she asked me to officiate at a funeral for him.
Never before had I been asked to do a funeral for
an animal, and there are no prescribed liturgies
for such an occasion in Lutheran agendas. But it
was a chance to speak the Gospel, and I wanted
to comfort my sister, so I agreed to do it. As my
brother-in-law dug a grave in his backyard and
Melissa held Stoli's remains in a cardboard box,
she turned and prompted me, "Won't you say
a few words?" And so I paraphrased the only
words from Scripture that seemed appropriate:
For the creation waits with eager longing
for the revealing of the sons of God ...
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in hope that the creation itself will be
set free from its bondage to decay and
obtain the freedom of the glory of the
children of God. For we know that
the whole creation has been groaning
together in the pains of childbirth until
now. (Rom. 8:19-22)
All of creation, including Stoli, eagerly awaits
something better than the decay of our ruined
world. Despite the ground being cursed because
of Adam and Eve's sin (Gen. 3:17-19), the ground
and the creatures that walk upon it anticipate a
future freedom in which they too will be glorified. Perhaps it is not the promised resurrection,
but at least it is a kind of restoration. After all, if
Revelation confirms there will be a river and the
tree of life in the new heaven and the new earth,
then why not animals as well?
In one of my favorite Advent pericopes, even
Isaiah the prophet beheld a heavenly vision that
includes our furry friends:

The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and
the leopard shall lie down with the
young goat,
and the calf and the lion and the fattened
calf together; and a little child shall
lead them.
The cow and the bear shall graze; their
young shall lie down together; and
the lion shall eat straw like the ox.
The nursing child shall play over the hole
of the cobra, and the weaned child
shall put his hand on the adder's
den. (Isa. 11:6-8)

''A little child shall lead them." A little child
should lead them, for this is a child's dream

come true: Noah's Ark de-boarding from the
nursery play set and embarking on the wonders
of a whole new world. Predator and prey dwell
together in peace, and their fear of humanity is
markedly absent.
Of course, I realize that the Old Testament
prophets often speak in metaphor and heightened imagery, but I hold onto the hope that
these words about the lion and the lamb are literally true. For if the leopard and lion, cobra and
cattle, will be in heaven, why not our dogs and
cats and goldfish too? In my own heavenly hope,
I imagine Fluffy and Fido following that little
child into the heavenly Jerusalem and scampering down the streets of gold. Perhaps when the
saints go marching in, it will be something like
the tale of the Bremen town musicians.
The truth is that our lives are better on earth
when we walk with the animals and talk with the
animals. A study at the University of Minnesota
revealed that people who live with cats have a
30 percent lower risk of having a heart attack
("Cats Help Shield Owners ... ;' US News, 21
February 2008). Quite likely, our devoted dogs
have a similar, if not greater, impact on our longevity. Before his banishment from the Garden,
Adam was assigned the joyful task of naming
the animals and enjoyed fellowship with them,
although no suitable helper was found for him,
at least until Eve came along. In the Lutheran
tradition, the animals also get their due in
the Small Catechism. Luther includes animals
among the gifts God provides "to support this
body and life:' Maybe God knows about the 30
percent rule from the University of Minnesota
study.
I don't know what I would do without my
own animals, or perhaps I simply should call
them my animals, because they often seem to
own me. At the end of a busy day in the parish,
you will find my wife and me sitting on the loveseat watching television with three cats piled up
on top of us. They make excellent foot warmers.
And on a gray, cloudy day when I feel lonely and
blue, there's often nothing better to cheer me up
than one of my cats rubbing against my leg or
nuzzling my cheek. Sometimes I believe they are
the answer to my prayers. I love my pets in the

best sense of the word, because I believe that a
love for God and his creation requires us to love
the creatures in it.
With how much joy animals give us, and
how much God delights in his creation, I cannot
imagine a heaven without dogs and cats, polar
bears and penguins, eagles and orcas. Heaven is
not worth having unless it is an earth restoredParadise regained.

With how much joy animals give us,
and how much God delights in his
creation, I cannot imagine a heaven
without dogs and cats, polar bears
and penguins, eagles and orcas.

So, do all dogs go to heaven? I cannot be
sure, but I hope so with all the child's wonder
that remains in me. My hope in the restoration
of creation holds out the eager expectation that
not only my brothers and sisters in Christ but
also the other creatures entrusted to my care
will be part of the new heaven and new earth
where we will live forever in a world devoid of
death and decay.
Yet sometimes, this side of heaven, there are
still reminders of how irregular our relationships with other creatures can be. A woman
recently came to one of our church's free community dinners accompanied by her dog, a large
black lab. She wanted a meal, and could her dog
eat too, please?
When I politely suggested that she and
I take a plate of food outside and visit on the
grass, where her dog would be more comfortable, she insisted that her dog was one of God's
creatures and, therefore, had just as much right
to be in the church basement as anyone else. I
reluctantly gave in after none of my kitchen staff
objected. So I put up with her big dog constantly
trying to jump into my lap, licking and pawing
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me as we conversed, despite my own awkwardness with large dogs.
A few minutes later I was called away on
an emergency, saving me from the dog's beastly
behavior. Unfortunately, as it turns out, I was
right about the dog. Later, it cornered one of our
elderly members, barked at her, and knocked
her down. What was that again about the lion
and the lamb? Clearly, we are still a long way
from Isaiah's messianic menagerie. But if all
dogs do go to heaven, will they get more than
just crumbs at the wedding feast of the Lamb? I

certainly hope Jesus will be more generous than
I. But I still want the dogs to eat outside on the
•
grass. T

•

Rev. Chris Matthis is the pastor of Immanuel
Lutheran Church in Englewood, Colorado.
He and his wife Lisa share their life together
with three cats.

REDEEMING THE TIME
Remembered fear reluctant time destroys
and terror becomes sterile. Year by year
the present gathers memories to rear
its battlements. What forays fear employs
diminish with the memories of joys,
of hope articulated, simple cheer
recalled, of all snug habits which inhere
in rituals which act as safe convoys.
Fearless, then, protected, unafraid,
let us address the issues of this time
which else would daunt us. With us are arrayed
two thousand years of sacrificial grime,
of thorn sharp crowns and caking blood hard dried,
of water from the wounds in heaven's side.

Terence Y. Mullins
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After Garrett's Baptism
Paul Koch

D

EAR ROGER AND MAGGIE,

I forgot to hand you Garrett's
Certificate of Baptism. I'm enclosing it
with this letter.
I enjoyed our conversation the other day.
There were a couple subjects we didn't cover
enough, so I'll offer the following as food for
thought.
I know you're struggling with the idea that
Baptism actually saves us from sin and death.
You're not alone. That baptism saves is an unpopular thing to believe. Famous preachers from Billy
Graham to Rick Warren will say that Baptism is
important and that you should be baptized, but
then they'll insist: "Baptism won't save you:'
Hold to the words of the Apostle Peter on
this matter: "Baptism now saves you:' Or, the
words of the Apostle Paul: "When you were buried with Christ in baptism, you were also raised
with him." Or the words of Christ himself: "He
who believes and is baptized will be saved:'
Ah, you're thinking, but there's the problem. It's not really Baptism that does anything.
It's faith! He who believes and is baptized ... it's
what's in your heart that matters, not what's in
the baptismal font.
It's the devil who wants us to speak in such
ways. Does faith save? Of course. Without faith,
Baptism will be of no benefit to you and your
son, but do not take that as a cue to disparage
Baptism. In a similar way, we would all agree that
Christ's death on the cross saves us, but we'd also
agree that without faith, Christ's death would be
of no benefit to us. And yet you wouldn't say,
"Christ's death doesn't save; faith saves." In the
same way, we shouldn't say, "Baptism doesn't
save; faith saves:'
It's not an either-or proposition. It isn't a
matter of faith or Baptism. The two go together.

I say it's the devil who wants us to disparage
Baptism, because when a person says, "Baptism
doesn't save; faith saves;' I can't help but hear the
old sinful self insisting on its own part to play
in salvation, claiming faith as his own job, and
asserting that his job is what really counts. The
devil teaches us to place our hopes in ourselves,
anywhere but in God and the means of salvation
he has given us.
As you read the Bible, you may find it helpful to remember that faith, at least as the Bible
describes it, is not a choice that you make. It's
not a decision. That might not sound logical, but
it is. Or maybe it's not logical, but it's definitely
theological, that is, it is God's logic, his word.
American Christianity loves to talk about
our decisions for Jesus. American Christians will
say that Jesus died for our sins, and they'll say
that we're saved by grace, but then they'll add,
"But you have to choose to accept it. You have to
make your decision."
The funny thing is, you just don't read that in
the Bible. What does Jesus say? John 15:16: "You
did not choose me, but I chose you:' Whenever
you're tempted to think of faith as a decision you
make, let those words from Christ ring in your
ears.
And quickly you'll ask-because, Roger, I
know you love asking questions-but we have to
believe it, right? We have to have faith!
Yes, we have to believe it. We have to have
faith. Throughout the Bible you read stories of
people who are blessed because they trust in
God and his word, and you read how salvation
is given to those who have faith. But the Bible
does not talk about faith as an act of the human
will. Search the Bible. Look for the word "will:'
The Greek word that most commonly gets translated as "will" is 0£AT]flU (pronounced thelema).
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The first several times it is used in the New
Testament, it refers to God's will. The first time
it is ascribed to humans is in Luke 23:25 when
Pilate crucifies Jesus according to the will of the
people. That's how human will operates in the
Bible. When it's operating, it's crucifying Christ.
When humans make decisions and choices about
their relationship to God, they're choosing and
deciding to reject God. John 1:13 makes it clear
that our spiritual rebirth has nothing to do with
human will. It has everything to do with the will
of God.

If salvation is going to happen,

it will have to rest on something
more certain than our own choices;
it will have to rest on God's choices.

Our choices in relation to God-at least as
the Bible describes them-tend to be pretty bad.
Often when I have conversations about this,
people will bring up that classic verse in the Old
Testament: "As for me and my house, we will follow the Lord:' In those verses, Joshua tells the
people to choose whom they will serve, the Lord
or another god, and Joshua and the rest of the
people make their choice to serve the Lord. But
then look at the rest of the Old Testament. These
verses from Joshua are toward the end of that
book, and in the very next book, God's people
begin a continual slide into greater and greater
idolatry. Early on in Judges and into the books of
Samuel, Kings, and so forth, what you discover is
a people who verbally choose the Lord, but then
end up choosing every other god under the sun.
So much for our decisions for God! If salvation
is going to happen, it will have to rest on something more certain than our own choices; it will
have to rest on God's choices.
But the good news is that God does choose
us-as Jesus said in John 15:16. God announced
his decision for your son the day he was bap52
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tized. Open up the Small Catechism I gave you;
look at all those verses where the Bible describes
what God does for those who are washed in his
name.
It is true that we must believe in his Son and
trust him; that's called faith. But even faith is a
gift of God, not something we decide to have.
Look at Ephesians 2:8, where Paul says that we
are saved by grace through faith; but even this,
Paul says, is not our doing. Even this is a gift
from God.
To speak from my own life, I believe in
Christ. I have faith in Christ. But I never decided
to have faith, and those times when I've struggled
to have faith, I desperately wanted to believe,
to trust in His love for me, and if it had been a
matter of choosing and deciding, I would have
chosen to have faith, but I couldn't. At those
times, faith remained elusive. That's the bondage
to sin. Wonderfully, miraculously, the Holy Spirit
broke through that unbelief and gave me faith.
And he did it, just as Romans 10 says, through
the word, through the preaching of Christ. It was
as I heard others preach Christ to me that my
faith was renewed. I am a believing Christian,
not because of any choice I made, but simply
because of God's great working in my life.
And think about it. Isn't that how it should
be? I'm not giving any glory to myself or the decisions I've made. I'm giving all the glory to God.
If my salvation depended on my choices, my
decisions, my act of human will, then I would get
to take some of the credit. But if even my faith
is a gift from God, then God gets to take all the
credit. And how does the Bible describe salvation? Is it something where God gets 99 percent
of the glory and we get 1 percent? No. God is the
Alpha and the Omega. He starts a project, and
He brings it to completion (Philippians 1:6). To
God belongs all the glory.
It's a hard thing for us to wrap our minds
around, that Jesus says, "You did not choose me,
but I chose you:' One of the most helpful ways
for me to understand it is in terms of the way
husbands and wives speak of each other. Think
about how lovers talk: "I fell in love:' When love
happens, it's not because you chose to be in love.
Love grabs you. You fall into it. It would be fool-

ish for me to say that I chose my wife. I met this
beautiful woman who was just right for me, and
how could I help myself? I couldn't stop loving her if I wanted to. It wasn't a choice. Love
grabbed hold of me. I didn't grab it.
It's the same with Jesus. Jesus is so wonderful,
there's no point in talking about my decisions.
How could I help myself? Here I was, stuck in sin,
cursed to eternal death, and Jesus showed up and
forgave me and promised me eternal life. It makes
no sense for me to talk about my decisions.
It would be like a person who's drowning:
someone comes up and pulls him into a rescue
boat. Or even if that rescuer offers the drowning man a life preserver, the drowning man
isn't going to sit there and think: "Well, I could
choose to grab it, or I could choose not to:'
That's ludicrous. The drowning man just grabs.
And later on, when he's back on shore, safe and
sound, he isn't going to tell everybody about this
great choice he made to grab the life preserver.
He's going to tell everybody about the man who
rescued him. And anyone who comes up to him
and says, "Yes, but you had to grab it;' would
deserve a strange look. The glory goes entirely to
the rescuer. In spiritual terms, all I have to offer
is sin and death. What Christ has to offer is forgiveness and life.
If my will is in such good shape that it's able
to choose Christ, then it doesn't need saving. If
that were the case, then my will would be the

one small part of me that's already healthy and
doesn't need God's help. But Christ didn't come
to redeem part of me, or most of me. He came to
redeem all of me. (Roger, I know you're a fan of
Adam Sandler. One of my favorite movie quotes
comes from Bob Barker in Happy Gilmore when
Bob and Happy are in a fist fight: "I don't want a
piece of you, I want the whole thing:') My entire
self was in bondage to sin before Christ came
along-the whole thing, including my will. And
Christ redeemed me entirely, the whole thing.
We can discuss all this over coffee next time
you guys are in town. See, Maggie? You don't
have to worry about Roger getting into long discussions and asking too many questions. As you
can tell, that's the sort of thing I enjoy.
I hope you're doing well as you adj ust to the
demands of parenthood.
Yours in Christ,
Pastor Koch f

Paul Koch is pastor of Wannaska Lutheran
Parish in rural northwestern Minnesota .
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St. Mary's Field Trip

The Next Stop
Marjorie Maddox

F

OLLOWING THE UNSPOKEN RULE OF TWEENS,

we segregate ourselves: sixth graders in the
back of the bus, middle-aged moms relegated to the front behind the near-retirement
teacher, a few dads scattered between. Boxes of
doughnuts ride a wave of hands up the right side,
down the left as the balding driver pulls out into
what awaits.
We arrive first at the Harrisburg capitol where
our children click photos of each other. Inside, on
marble staircases, they tier themselves beside the
handsome state representative, who hands them
packets on Pennsylvania they'll toss by lunch.
The parents-except for Clint's mom-listen
obligingly. Newly divorced, she nevertheless has
brought her boyfriend. Clasping and unclasping
hands, they titter, stand apart from the rest, whisper only to each other. They hook their fingers into
each other's belt loops, make the field trip into a
date. The students pretend not to see them. In
every room, Clint studies the floor.
The rest smile their yearbook smiles, ask questions that would earn them an A in their uniform
classrooms. Here they sport jeans and acceptable
T-shirts, remember the definitions of single-file
and listen. Room by room, they're told the importance of man and community, who sits where to
make what happen. They're taught how all flags
and people remain under God even when divisible,
which, at this point, the students aren't, moving
as one, necks craning simultaneously to view the
arched ceilings, the murals of founding fathers
who peer down knowingly at the boys casting
sideways glances at the girls' temples of the Holy
Ghosts.
Repeatedly, they are retold how each voice
and vote counts. They accept it. They abandon
all smirking. Claiming their new societal roles,
they adjust their postures. By tour's end, when
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the state representative asks them to recite all they
remember, they spout statistics like pros. Shana
McNierny, proud in her Abercrombie and Fitch
T-Shirt, volunteers, "In 1911, Violet Oakley made
all the murals. She wanted a better world. It was
her 'sacred challenge: Girls didn't get to paint
much back then:'
With equal pride, Sam Starneski adds, "Each
chandelier is as heavy as a hippo:'
Obediently, we single-file to the next scheduled stop-the planetarium. Once there, away
from the bright lights of our importance, we peer
into darkness. Then, below the man-made-tolook-God-created sparkling stars, we grow small,
then smaller still. Before it disappears entirely,
the earth is the size of a fingernail. Mythology and
its constellations move in and around us. We are
part of the bear, the arrow, the dippers. Together
teachers, parents, and sixth graders zoom in and
out of the solar system, in and out of the universe,
which, we are told, accidentally created itself. At
this point, we become tinier yet.
But that doesn't stop three boys star-struck by
girls. The trio sits near a clique of the pony-tailed
gigglers. With eyes wide, they watch the girls tilt
their heads up into the painted sky of the planetarium. For thirty minutes in the dimmed room, the
testosteroned males moon over their girls. They
stare as the low glow of planets reflects in young,
distinctly female faces. Then, seconds before the
overhead lights reclaim florescence, the bravest
boy leans in to touch the hand of the girl beside
him. Later, in the reality of man-made day, neither
student looks at the other.
Although last on the list of"educational activities;' it is the cathedral that balances the past,
present, and future. Stepping in, we finally find both
our world and the next: the here-and-now; history
and forever. Neither too large nor too small, our

images fit exactly beneath the sanctuary's heavenly
sphere. Gone is the capital's overblown attention to
accomplishment; vanquished is the planetarium's
too-distant impersonal view. Bowed down before.
the altar of the Holy, we are one-of-many yet still
seen by the Omnipresent, still intimately known.
With a new guide, we move from one stainedglass story to another, repeating in unison, "Jesus,
you were born to give hope to all. Remind us to
love one another as you have loved us .... Jesus, you
raised the widow's son from the dead. Comfort
all who are sorrowing .... Jesus, you love the little
children. Let us be open to the children in our
lives and in ourselves ... :' We travel the Body of
Christ across the nave, the transept, and the apse.
With marble, glass, and plaster, we both remain
and transcend what we are. Throughout, the saints
hover.
At the end, we return to the altar, where, beside
a stone depiction of the Last Supper, Abraham prepares his child-sacrifice. Although neither father
nor son looks afraid, parents automatically move
closer to their children, tightly clasping outstretched
hands. Together with the marble angels, we pause
to survey all around us. I take a deep breath.
Even before I exhale, the boy behind me
pinches his neighbor. The victim lets out an only
slightly-muffled, "Owww!" Two girls giggle, then
switch suddenly to discussing fortune cookies. As
I'm wondering why, they begin their slow shuffle
toward the cathedral door. Just after they pass
the fourth station of the cross, the teacher rounds
everyone up. "Now, students, what do we tell
our guide?" The practiced thank you's come out
in rehearsed unison but so loudly that the echo
is comical, "you, you, you:' Even so, the guide
politely nods an acknowledgment. Standing alone
now, to the side of the communion rail, he smiles
and waves his goodbye. I imagine him opening
his mouth each Mass for the Body of Christ. I
imagine all of our waiting tongues.

Although it is only a few blocks to our earthly
"breaking of bread;' within twenty minutes the
crowded shopping center overpowers cathedral
visions. The girls run in and out of each clothing
store, swooning over sweaters and pre-washed
jeans. The boys trail, feigning interest and wealth.
Afterwards, at the mall food court, the class
clown mimics a Chinese clerk, "No cheeken. No
cheeken:' The sixth grader doubles over in laughter, eggs on his classmates to order a Coke from
the confused worker. Soon half the class is lined

Bowed down before the altar of
the Holy, we are one-of-many yet
still seen by the Omnipresent,
still intimately known.

up to hear the "crazy" accents. The adults, lost in
their own conversations, prefer not to notice.
On the bus ride home, my daughter returns to
the back. This time, she abandons her best friend
to sit beside the class clown. They share an iPod,
laugh loudly, and argue over favorite stores. They
discuss who should have a party and when. (The
ride home, my daughter will tell me later, is her
favorite part of the trip.) Outside the bus windows, the darkening world hurries by. t

Marjorie Maddox is Director of Creative
Writing and Professor of English at Lock
Haven University.
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PREPARING
"The mystery is becomingfamiliar."
Loren Halvorson
"We have to prepare ourselves for our
death with the same care and attention our
parents prepared themselves for our birth."
Henri Nouwen
There is no need
for an extra pair of shoes.
Simple bread and jam suffice.
The book on the shelf
may be given away,
page by page. Listen.
Photographs begin to speak slowly:
this child welcomed, this bouquet
wilted-but oh, what fragrance!
Songs are sung beyond their words,
grandchildren blessed by hands
that see clearer than eyes. Let go.
Let winter cleanse its way southward,
snow overtake the cornstalk stubble,
fallow fields, oaks and ash and maple
now bare, the places the heart has lived
slide into time's forgetfulness. Wait.
Light the soul's filament. There will be
oil for the final watch, bread
and wine for the tongue to tell.
Gather, now, the hands
That search the earth.
Sleep, silence, stones, snow, sorrow:
All good gifts hidden in the ground.

Patrick Cabello Hansel
In Memory of Rev. Loren Halvorson
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Reviewed in this issue ...
Just War as Christian Discipleship
Three Wishes

D

ANIEL BELL's Jusr WAR As CHRISTIAN

Discipleship represents an effort to take just
war reflection in a new direction. Bell seeks
to relate the just war ethic explicitly to Christian
belief, thereby integrating it with a "coherent vision
of justice, war, and political life" ( 14). According to
Bell, this requires recentering the just war tradition
in the church. The church-in a phrase Bell uses
often-is called to be
a "just war people:'
His argument develops over the course
of eight chapters.
The first three lay out
a Christian case for
participation in warfare, largely by way
of surveying the just
war tradition. The
remaining chapters
are devoted to discussion of individual
just war criteria.
Bell's decision
to give the ethics of war clear theological footing is a good one, and by doing so he injects a
fresh perspective into the ongoing debate about
the nature of just war theory. This reviewer
approves of a number of Bell's interpretive moves.
He argues correctly, for example, that Christian
participation in war is justified by the obligations
of neighbor-love rather than in a compromise
of, and departure from, Christian discipleship
(32-34). In some passages, his discussion of individual just war criteria is quite illuminating. The
overarching argument of the book, however, fails
to persuade-or at least fails to persuade me. That,

of course, may indicate more about my biases than
the cogency of Bell's own views. In the interests of
fairness, therefore, and given the highly controverted nature of the just war debate, the best way
to proceed may be to state my reservations in the
form of questions to the author. In this way I can
illuminate the provocative character of Bell's argument and perhaps also contribute to the on-going
discussion
about
just war theory that
JusT WAR
Bell seeks to influAS CHRISTIAN
ence.
The
book's
DISCIPLESHIP
overarching arguDaniel M. Bell
ment is indicated
Brazos Press, 2009
by its subtitle: to
recenter the just
272 pages
war tradition in
$24.00
the church. Such
a recentering, Bell
Reviewed by
argues, means conH. David Baer
ceiving the just war
Texas Lutheran University
ethic primarily as
a way of Christian
discipleship, as a practice of the Christian community, and not as an ethic focused on the exercise
of political power. Bell writes:
[T]he just war discipline is first and foremost an aid to discipleship, to growing in
the life of faith even in a time of war. In
other words, the primary purpose of the
just war discipline is not to guide princes,
presidents, and politicians who stand at
the helm of nations and states.... Rather
it is a rule of life (and death) in the face
of war.... To put the matter perhaps a bit
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more bluntly, the principle concern that
drives Just War is not, Are nations doing
the right thing? but, Is the church? Are
the People of God? The purpose of the
just war discipline is to guide the church
in faithfully following Christ. (79)
I believe this proposal should give us pause. In
arguing that the just war ethic is primarily for the
church, we ought to ask whether Bell has attended
sufficiently to the distinction between church and
state. The church, or more precisely the community of believers, is ordered to the eternal ends of
the Kingdom of God. The state, or more precisely
worldly government, is ordered to the transient
and temporal ends of the political community.
Thus one can ask: if just war is a discipline proper
to the church as such, is it a discipline ordered to
temporal or eternal ends? In centering just war
theory in the church, has not Bell misconstrued
the nature of the church?
One great virtue of Christian just war theory, in my view, is the relationship it bears to an
Augustinian secularization of politics. Augustine
distinguished between sacred and secular history.
Sacred history, recounted in the Bible, is history
whose meaning is revealed. Secular history is
extra-biblical history, whose meaning is hidden
and obscure. In the age after Christ we live in the
midst of secular history, or what R. A. Markus
called the saeculum. This is true both for the community of believers and for worldly government.
The community of believers, however, anticipates
the eschatological kingdom of God directly and
regulates its internal life accordingly. Worldly government, by contrast, is ordered to the temporal
ends of the political community, a part of the saeculum which will pass away. In the service of those
temporal ends, government may use the sword,
although importantly, because it serves goods of
the saeculum, government may not wage war in
the pursuit of an ultimate cause or spiritual end.
Politics after Christ has been desacralized, that is,
secularized.
These may be things Bell would acknowledge as true. Yet if they are true, can Bell rightly
describe the church as a "just war people?" As the
community of believers, the church is ordered to
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the Kingdom of God and is even, perhaps, a sign
of that Kingdom in the saeculum. But the use of
force is incompatible with God's Kingdom. War
is a feature of this age; it is waged in defense of
worldly goods, and therefore rightly entrusted to
the worldly institution of government. Moreover,
because war is waged on behalf of secular goods,
it is a secular affair. And if war is a secular affair,
then is not the just war ethic essentially a political
ethic, an ethic addressed not to the church, but to
political power?
A failure to distinguish clearly between the
roles of church and state, and more broadly
between what we Lutherans call the two kingdoms,
is behind a number of positions Bell takes which
this reviewer found problematic. Throughout
the book, for example, Bell seeks to distinguish
between two fundamentally different kinds of just
war theory, what he calls Just War as Christian
Discipleship (CD) and Just War as Public Policy
Checklist (PPC). Just War (CD) is a distinctively
Christian practice, whereas Just War (PPC) "has
as its starting point not Christian convictions and
the Christian community but modern nationstates and international law" (74). Given the
political orientation of the just war ethic, however,
this dichotomy is false and Bell's contrasts often
seem artificial.
For example, Bell appears to locate Hugo
Grotius, an enormously complex figure, in the
camp of thinkers who conceived of just war as
Christian discipleship. Grotius, however, was
clearly concerned with international law. He also
wrote famously in the Prolegomena to The Rights
of War and Peace that the laws of nature would
exist "though we should even grant, what without the greatest Wickedness cannot be granted,
that there is no God:' At another point Bell argues
that the Christian interpretation of the criterion
of discrimination requires taking additional steps
to reduce risks to noncombatants. He thereby reiterates an argument developed by Michael Walzer
in Just and Unjust Wars (1977), who is not a
Christian just war theorist. When Bell illustrates
the interpretation of discrimination characteristic of the so-called non-Christian public policy
approach, he cites positions taken by Paul Ramsey
and Oliver O'Donovan, two Christians. The differ-

ences on this question, then, do not seem to shake
out according to Bell's formula. Indeed, given the
secular character of the just war ethic, why must
Christian and non-Christians just war thinkers
disagree? Christian and non-Christian will have
different starting points, and those starting points
might lead to different conclusions, but they need
not. The just war ethic is a political ethic, capable
of appealing to anyone concerned with the moral
administration of power.
These criticisms should not be taken in a way
that subtracts from the ways in which Bell's book
is both thoughtful and provocative. One mark of
a good book is that it provokes disagreement and
stimulates discussion. By that measure, as I hope
this review has indicated, Just War as Christian
Discipleship succeeds. f

Many factors have reshaped this culture, but
assisted reproductive technologies (ARTs) are
among the most significant. Initially promoted to
help infertile married couples, ARTs offer babies
to individuals in varied situations that may or
may not be ideal for childrearing. ARTs also blur
the causal links between love and marriage, sexual differentiation and childbearing-a problem
forecast decades ago by early critics of in vitro
fertilization and related methods. New ways of
making babies do not just add fresh options; they
change the status of the old way of making babies.
As formerly understood, man and woman who
joined sexually might create a child who bore a
part of each; mother and father would prize both
the other and their child, whose raising would
require their joint efforts. Now technology and
social institutions offer substitutes for
nearly every element of the old package.
But the old package was not just about
THREE WISHES
getting a baby. The manner by which the
Carey Goldberg
baby was conceived and raised also matBeth Jones
ter much.
Sex minus marriage, women's desire
Pamela Ferdinand
for babies even in tension with work,
Little, Brown and
plentiful methods at our disposal to iniCompany, 2010
tiate or terminate a pregnancy: these are
288 pages
now standard parts of our romantic and
$24.99
reproductive experience, any shock value
Reviewed by
largely expired. The most surprising thing
in Three Wishes is not the strange, strained
Agnes R. Howard
efforts at baby making but the writers'
Gordon College
relish of the old-fashioned life situations
they at last attain.
A story of three single women who end up
linked by bearing half-siblings, independent
OU DO NOT NEED A MAN TO MAKE A BABY.
women becoming mothers with no men involved,
This piece of news comes from Three
Wishes, a chronicle of three women on
might be interesting. This is not the story this
book tells. None of the women actually births a
a quest to become mothers through purchased
child from the frozen sperm. Instead they are led
sperm. It offers a chatty, girlfriendish account of
into romantic relationships, even marriage. Carey,
romantic ups-and-downs and obstetric efforts
Beth, and Pam are writers with good careers but
and disappointments, with a few weddings and
inadequate relationships. Carey's work at The
birthdays thrown in. The book deserves to be
New York Times has left her too busy for romance.
taken more seriously than its airy tone suggests:
Beth is rudely divorced by her child-unfriendly
it is valuable as a primary source, documenthusband. Pam is disappointed by a charmer who
ing our strange culture of human reproduction
gets cold feet. Carey decides she wants a baby and
and the coping mechanisms that have arisen in
can no longer wait, so orders sperm by mail from
response.
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California Cryobank's donor number 8282. The
day it arrives, she meets a great guy who, after
wrestling with some commitment worries, makes
her pregnant, loves her child, and later marries
her. She gives the sperm to Beth who finds a good
partner and eventually has his baby. Beth transfers
it to Pam, who keeps both sperm and a willingdonor friend in the wings for a while, but finds
a soul mate who buys her a diamond ring and
eventually fathers her beautiful Emma Lulu. A few

Three Wishes offers a chatty,
girlfriendish account of romantic
ups-and-downs and obstetric efforts
and disappointments, with a few
weddings and birthdays thrown in.

among the women's family and friends express initial concern, but most bless the three as wonderful
mothers however they attain that office.
The friends' bond is the sharing of the sperm,
not the bearing of its children. So what is the sperm
doing in the book? The dust-jacket text suggests
it is like a magic potion, a "talisman" that brings
on happy coupling. To leave the book at its fairytale level would be to underestimate its message.
Having the sperm in waiting, having decided that a
baby was what they wanted most, the women were
freed up to make relational and career decisions
that pleased them. Having the sperm stockpiled is
exactly the point, the takeaway. It is what invites
all female readers into the same boat. Sperm banks
stand ready, waiting, if we should choose to have
a child. The sperm is not magic, the women concede, but add "we do believe there is magic in the
moment when a woman becomes convinced that
she can reach her single-minded goal, to bear her
child, by herself'
Women can bear children when they wish,
and neither child nor culture objects. Biological
clocks need nag no more: do it when you are ready.
Worry about finding the right partner is gone, too.
60

The Cresset

Since your date doesn't have to be the father of
your child, you can lighten up, enjoy playing the
field, and not have to settle.
It is unclear exactly why the women want babies
so much. When the children are born, the mothers
are astonished by them and how much they love
them, as parents generally are. The women make
comparisons between romantic love and love for
children that not only (again, rather predictably)
tilt in favor of the latter but also sideline the father's
love for the child. The women are glad, of course,
when the men they choose choose to love their
children. Though recent study after study reaffirms
the importance of fathers for children's flourishing, here men are optional to the process. In Three
Wishes the father's love is a pleasant bonus, not
foundational to the child's conception or flourishing, as seems reasonable since otherwise daddy
might have been an anonymous donor.
Becoming single-mothers-by-choice with
donor sperm desexualizes reproduction, not
only the male contribution to the child but the
mother's genetic link as well. When Carey, Beth,
and Pam consider using the jar of 8282, the fluid
is sought as an impersonal ingredient necessary
to the making of her child, but the emphasis is
always on the child as hers. What makes the child
hers? One motivation for using donor sperm
might be the experience of pregnancy, but none
of these women wax glorious about being pregnant. It is fine as a rite of passage, but what they
really want is the baby. Whose baby? The father's
generative linkage to the child is downplayed. The
three women are glad donor 8282 is a decent guy,
handsome enough to pass on cute traits to kids,
but they have no stake in playing up the resemblance or connection. In cognitively minimizing
the father's part, they also minimize their own
genetic contribution, for if his does not matter that
much to who the child really is, then by the same
logic the mother's genetic tie to the child does not
afford identity either. What makes the baby hers is
her wanting and intending of it. The willing of the
child, rather than the child's resemblance to Mom
or gestation or even their shared DNA, makes the
child the mother's.
The book ends before any of the children
grows into a difficult stage, and good caregiv-

ers take the edge off the rigors of baby care. Still,
babies are delicious, but parenthood is hard. Now
a social pathology even without its stigma, single
parenthood comes with burdens that many who
find themselves in the situation wish they could
have avoided. What can be a pack of trouble
for young, poor, or disadvantaged women, these
women choose.
They do know their limits. Confronting fetal
genetic abnormalities is not easy and the choices
offered by a discouraging diagnosis are painful.
These women do not treat lightly the miscarriages
and abortions that occur along the way. (Though,
the fact that genetic abnormalities occur more
often in older mothers does complicate the
"magic" of choosing motherhood on one's own
timing.) The obstetric and social environment
these women inhabit predetermines plausible
choices when, sadly, two discover problems after
genetic testing. For Beth, it's a child with trisomy
21, Down's syndrome, a diagnosis that brings termination in about 90 percent of cases as in this
one, as she "didn't feel equipped to take on the
challenge ... and didn't want to live my life fearing
my own death and for my child's basic survival:'
Pam's female fetus, sorrowfully, had trisomy 22,
and plagued by images of children with that disability, Pam chooses: "I can plainly say, I don't
want that. I know there are no guarantees, but I
want a healthy child:'
She gets-they all get-healthy children by
the end. We all want healthy children, for their
sake as well as ours. Yet some ways of wanting
health are incompatible with the nature of human
parenthood. The old Planned Parenthood slogan,
"every child a wanted child;' suggests that adults
should only have them when they want them,
and should only have the ones they want-an
arrangement, as far as I can see, which still does
not and probably never should describe the full
functioning of human sexuality and development. Receiving a gift is a more apt metaphor
than choosing a child.
In some ways, the book is achingly traditional,
despite the nontraditional paths to motherhood.
All three have good jobs but ultimately want a
baby more. They are willing to get a baby alone
but conclude that a loving husband, happy home,

and child are nicer to have together. They work
out their lives pretty well, ending up with complete families and satisfying work. (Nannies make
possible that last bit.) Under the circumstances,
and armed with their friendship and the golden
ticket of the donor sperm, they figure out how to
make things work.
Readers might be tempted to criticize the
use of strange or self-serving means to such
conventional ends. But it is a blighted landscape-pocked, disfigured by broad social trends
as well as the actions of particular men-that
they have to negotiate to arrive at their safe,
cozy family homes. The women say, look, there's
nothing wrong with old feminine goals of marriage and motherhood, especially with "feminine
mystique" resolved by all these cool jobs women
now can hold. But men have made it very difficult to get those goals in the old way. Rather
than take the loss, we'll make both means and
ends adapt a little in the process. "Life did not
need to be conventional to be wonderful;' thinks
Carey after the delivery of her first child. Given
the warm approval from family and friends and
the empowerment they see in sperm banks, the
book suggests that their path to motherhood is
among the new "conventional:'
This new convention: does it preserve old
ends by affording other means to them, or does
it represent an utterly new way of things, with a
decorous patina of tradition laid over to make the
weird more palatable? In some respects probably
the latter. Still, the traditional model of marriage
and family is so routinely maligned by films, television, even the news organizations these women
represent that we should not assume the book's
likely audience would judge the traditional
model attractive. Perhaps the fairy-tale conceit
of Three Wishes inadvertently delivers here. The
authors, like some readers, are frankly surprised
to discover that achieving the old package feels
like a bigger prize than having merely gotten the
thing-the baby-they sought. It amounts to an
admission that the traditional arrangement had
much to recommend it. Perhaps this arrangement is sufficiently worth attaining that we
might be willing to follow its own interior logic
to secure it. ~
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PRAYING FOR THE DEAD
To God all time is present.
Feel it in your arms, the man in the boat
out there, rowing toward shore? The whoosh of quail.
A shot, then his retriever swimming out.
I've put my father on this lake in fall,
now that I know a thing or two, so I can spend
the kind of love on him that you could call
motherly. As his heart falters, I send
this life preserver, dash this quick email
of a prayer from this messy shore, my desk.
God got the memo, way back then, I swear,
when I was two: his heart didn't fail.
And look, there's Jesus, pondering what to ask,
what he can let go, what he must keep,
before they bring the nails. This is a prayer
that he finds peace before he yields to sleep.

Jeanne Murray Walker
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